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From Greatness to Stone

An Intern Diaries Novelette

 

 

 

D. C. Gomez

 


Chapter One

Present Day, Texarkana, Texas

Blood filled the inside of Bob’s mouth, as he bit down on the inside of his inner cheek for the fifth time, to avoid replying to his boss. Bob leaned against the driver’s side door of his new F-150, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. His window was down, and the cool winter breeze played with his dirty blond hair. 

It was the middle of December, and the temperature finally dropped to the fifties. The hot, humid nights of summer were gone, giving Bob a break from sweating to death during their nightly patrols of Texarkana. On most days, he enjoyed the company of his boss, Constantine. The five-thousand-year-old talking cat was full of witty commentary on the state of the world. His mood this evening was dangerously fickle.

Bob cast a sideways glance at the passenger side of the truck, where Constantine lie with his head dangling off the seat. Constantine switched between humming Beck’s song Loser to the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine. Bob took a deep breath before addressing him.

“You know, this too shall pass.” Bob stared at the window as he spoke.

“Pass.” Constantine lifted his head. “That’s the stuff you hear all the religious fanatics say when all hell breaks loose and they can’t explain the madness. Death is planning to suspend my accounts.”

 “That’s not what I heard,” Bob whispered more to himself than the cat.

“When your ride-or-die says they want to have a talk with you, it can only mean trouble.” Constantine dropped his head back down. “I’m just going to hang myself here.”

“That’s not how hanging actually works,” Bob spoke without thinking, as Constantine spun around to glare.

“Are you making fun of my pain and suffering?” Without waiting for a reply, Constantine did a backflip. 

He landed on the seat and pushed the button to open the window with his paw. 

“Boss, I’m not the enemy here.” Bob raised both of his hands in a sign of peace. “But you did weaponize a group of teenagers to go off and kill vampires.”

“I’m going to jump off and just kill myself here.” Constantine climbed onto the ledge of the window.

Bob bit his lower lip to avoid speaking or, worse, laughing. Instead, he coughed and faced the windshield. 

“That’s less than four feet tall,” Bob told him. “I have a horrible feeling you will just land on your paws. Besides, can you even die?”

“Let’s not get technical here, smarty-pants,” Constantine replied, but climbed back down. “And no, I can’t die or be killed. Unless you kill Death himself and that’s very unlikely. But this is bad. I haven’t been in this much trouble in centuries. What’s the big deal?”

“Besides the fact that they are teenagers and we have child labor laws in the states?” Bob scratched his jaw as his five o’clock shadow itched. 

“It was absolutely brilliant,” Constantine announced. “Teenagers can go anywhere, and nobody is asking questions. They blend in with other kids. And everyone expects them to act a fool.”

“Except you sent them against the deadliest of the supernatural beings with only six months of training,” Bob reminded his boss.

“Interns have less time than that when Death recruits them.” Constantine rolled on his back and dropped his head off the seat again.

“True,” Bob said cautiously. “But we also get Death’s power and the ability to see the supernatural world. Not to mention with Isis and Bartholomew now being Reapers, we have an entire team to back us up.”

With the ascension of Isis Black, Death’s former North America Intern, to the status of immortal Reaper, Bob had taken over her old job. Death had also given Bartholomew the power, but he was a special circumstance that the team tried to avoid discussing. Death had interns in each continent to assist with the delivery of souls to their next destination. Isis had worked hard over the last year to develop better communication between all the interns. She took her job as leader of the group seriously, and Bob couldn’t have been prouder. While he was in his late forties, Isis had been in her twenties before the transformation. To him, both Isis and Bart were the children he never had. 

Silence filled the truck as Bob thought of his newly formed family. He smiled as he wondered how a group of misfits, former outcasts, and homeless now ran the only supernatural community in the world. Haven was open to everyone as long as they kept the peace. 

“Are you paying attention to me?” Constantine chastised his friend. “This happened to Harmakhet. He sacrificed everything for the good of his people, and they have forgotten him.”

“Harma what?” Bob turned to give the cat his undivided attention. “Who’s that?”

“The Sphinx.” Constantine covered his face with his paws in an overly dramatic gesture of suffering. 

“The Spanx?” Bob scrunched his eyebrows together. “What do you know about Spanx?”

“Not Spanx.” Constantine popped back on the seat. “The Sphinx. As in the great Sphinx of Egypt.”

“The statue has a name,” Bob asked, looking around the truck for a potential answer. 

“He wasn’t always a statue,” Constantine clarified. “My dear friend, I have failed you. All the history that I have not conveyed.”

“No offense boss, but you have five thousand years of history. I might not be alive long enough to hear it all.” Bob sat back in the seat, making himself comfortable. “Besides, that’s ancient history. I’m pretty sure nobody but you know it.”

“That’s very true.” Constantine tucked his legs underneath his body and arranged himself in the same pose as the infamous statue. “Let me tell you a story. Since this might be my last night of freedom.”

Constantine stared out the windshield as Bob shook his head. Bob bit his lower lip again, this time to avoid truly laughing. A story he could handle if it distracted his boss from his endless wailing. 

“The year was 2610 B.C., back in the days when Death was known as the god Anubis. Egypt was in chaos . . .” Constantine closed his eyes as he started his tale. 


Chapter Two

2610 B.C., Men-nefer (commonly known as Memphis), 
Ancient Egypt

Ships came and went in the middle of the day along the Nile River. The sun reflected in the calm waters as the sun god himself, Horus, admired the people oblivious to the surrounding troubles. The feathers of his falcon head glowed as they seemed to soak in the rays of the sun. 

The god Anubis stood to his right, kicking rocks into the river. The jackal was out of place in the middle of the day on the quiet banks of the Nile. Anubis cracked his neck, avoiding looking at the sun god. Constantine, in the shape of a jackal, lie by his side in between the gods. 

“Do you always have to travel with this one?” Horus pointed at Constantine.

“Do you always have to drag me into your petty problems?” Anubis glared. 

“You are a god of Egypt.” Horus puffed up his chest. “You have a responsibility to its people.”

“Last time I checked this was Ptah’s city. Why is he not here?” Anubis kicked another rock. “There isn’t a single temple dedicated to me in Memphis.”

Constantine growled in support.

“We have a situation that requires your unique . . .” Horus faced Anubis and his golden eyes shone like the sun itself, “expertise.”

“You seem to assume that somehow that is going to make me care.” Anubis bent over to pet Constantine. 

“Something is stealing the souls of the living, starting with the kids,” Horus informed Anubis, who continued to pet the jackal version of Constantine. “By the time I arrive, they’re always gone. You are the Lord of the Dead, and nighttime is your domain.”

“Oh, now I’m the Lord of the Dead.” Anubis stood and faced the other god. “Where is the all-powerful god, Osiris? Isn’t he the undisputable Lord in that area?” 

“You know as well as I do Osiris cannot leave his post,” Horus reminded Anubis. “I need your help, my old friend.”

“Your friendship seems to be based on convenience or when you run out of gods?” Anubis fired back. 

“I let you down.” Horus bowed his head. “And if you help me, I will owe you a debt. You know I’m good at my word.”

“A debt from the sun god.” Anubis rubbed his human hand down his muzzle. “Egypt must be doomed for you to make such a claim.”

“I have my limitations being tied to the sun. I must complete my journey each day.” He pointed to the sun boat floating above the Nile. “It appears the madness starts upon my departure. Can I entrust you to find the culprit and free my kingdom?”

Anubis took a deep breath and waited. None of the gods were his friends. His only friend was the shape-shifting cat by his side. But to have a favor owed by one of the most powerful gods was something he couldn’t pass on. Even if he never used it.

“Fine,” Anubis agreed, staring at the river. “We’ll get rid of your problem.”

Constantine’s head snapped up to stare at Anubis, who ignored him. Horus clapped him on the shoulder.

“This will be great for Egypt.” Without waiting for Anubis’ reply, he transformed back into a falcon and took off toward his boat.

“Why are you dragging us into this?” Constantine asked the god.

“Aren’t you curious about what is plaguing this city?” Anubis watched as the sun god sailed away on his ship.

“No.” Constantine morphed back into his cat self. “Wondering about the affairs of humans only leads to trouble. You know that as well as I do. Add a bunch of demented gods to that combination and it’s just disaster. You don’t even like them.”

Constantine paced between Anubis’ legs. The feisty cat marched around, shaking his head.

“True.” Anubis looked down to follow the cat’s movement but spun around in circles, trying to keep up. “But we would have the sun god owing us a favor.”

“And what kind of favor do you need from him?” Constantine stopped and glanced up at the god.

“I don’t know yet,” Anubis confessed. “But it never hurts to have a god owe you one.”

Constantine threw his head back and let out a long sigh. Closing his eyes, he spoke between clenched teeth. “We are going to die here.”

“Stop being dramatic. We can’t die,” Anubis reminded him. “What we need to do is figure out what is going on and start there.”

“Fine,” Constantine conceded. “But you will get me fresh fish for a full moon cycle for putting up with this.”

“For a being who doesn’t need to eat, you do that a lot.” Anubis bent down and picked up the cat.

Securing Constantine on his shoulder like a small bundle of clothes, he sauntered toward the city.

“I better be getting fish or you won’t be able to close your eyes, ever.” Constantine ran the sharp tip of one of his claws down the side of Anubis’ face.

“Stop that.” Anubis swatted the paw away from his eyeball. “Instead of being difficult, pay attention to anything out of the ordinary.”

“What we really need to do is avoid this whole thing, but no.” Constantine adjusted himself around Anubis’ neck to face forward. “Are you planning to change your look?”

“Oh great.” Anubis slapped his forehead and slowly shifted to his full human form. “Better?”

The jackal head was gone, replaced with the head of a young handsome man with dark brown hair. 

“Almost.” Constantine leaned back on Anubis, making sure not to fall. “Adjust your eyes or that silver glow is going to scare every kid away.”

Anubis blinked several times before opening his eyes again. Constantine smirked and nodded. 

“Much better,” Constantine told him. “Let’s go spy on your humans.”

Anubis rubbed the top of the cat’s soft head but didn’t answer. There was no winning with Constantine, so fighting was futile. Instead, Anubis let the feline focus on the city as he tested the energy level of the area. 

 


Chapter Three

It was a long and painful day for the god and the cat. They had spent all day roaming the streets and found nothing. As the sun set on the Nile, they took a break on top of Ptah’s grand temple; the best location to observe the entire city. Anubis swung his legs over the edge while Constantine devoured his third fish of the day. 

“I think Horus was playing a trick on us,” said Anubis, leaning down to lie flat on his back. 

“Us?” Constantine mumbled in between bites. “I did not agree with this plan. This was all your great idea. We have wasted most of the day marching around this city, looking in alleys, and . . .”

Constantine stopped his tirade. His ears perked up, and he searched the night. Anubis sat up and scanned the night air.

“Are you feeling that?” Anubis inhaled a breath. 

“I heard a scream,” Constantine replied. His senses were even more magnified than even the god’s. 

They both snapped their heads to the left. 

“The fishermen’s quarters!” Anubis announced and leaped to his feet.

Constantine had dropped the fish and jumped off the temple by the time Anubis adjusted his clothes. Anubis didn’t waste any time questioning the cat, instead took off after the feline who moved like the wind through the city. 

Children’s screams filled the air as they approached the fishermen’s community. Constantine took a sharp right at the entrance of a small alley, forcing Anubis to slam into the side of a house. The god barely noticed the impact and merely bounced off the wall to continue his chase. 

The alley was dark except for the faint flow of candles coming from a few houses. Constantine stood in the middle of the alley, hissing with claws extended and the fur on his back standing straight up. Cautiously, Anubis made his way to his side making no sound. 

“What is that?” Constantine growled.

A large bird with the head of a feline stood in front of them. In one of his claws, he was holding a small comatose child. Constantine moved forward, but the bird snapped his beak, barely missing the head of the child. 

“Easy, Constantine,” Anubis warned him. “We don’t want him to hurt the boy. If the demon takes a bite out of him, he will devour his soul.”

Constantine glanced up at Anubis without moving his face away from the demon. “What is it about you people and this soul-devouring obsession?”

“Human souls are the most powerful thing in this world.” Anubis moved toward the demon, who flapped his wings lazily. “Without them, humans can’t transition to their next life. Souls are the key to existence.”

“Of course, they are,” Constantine hissed, moving in the opposite direction from Anubis.

They stood on opposite sides of each other, with the demon and the child in the middle. The demon moved its feline head from side to side, watching the two beings. 

Aim for the head and I’ll catch the boy. Anubis whispered to Constantine using their mind connection.

Try not to drop him now, we don’t need a squashed boy. Constantine replied, without losing track of the bird. Now!

The words barely crossed his mind when Constantine leaped for the demon. Anubis moved from his side, sliding underneath the demon, ready to save the child. Claws out Constantine collided with the demon. The demon tried to protect his eyes from the attacking cat and dropped the boy. Just as Anubis had hoped. Constantine took the demon down while Anubis secured the boy to safety. Demon and cat rolled on the ground, Constantine taking chunks of feather off the demon’s body. 

Anubis summoned his khopesh, a sickle-shaped sword made of gold and magic. With Constantine tumbling around, Anubis rushed the demon. 

“Jump,” was the only warning Anubis gave Constantine. 

The agile cat did a back flip, landing a few feet away from the demon. Anubis speared the demon with his khopesh, sending sand and sparks all over the place.

“Demons? We are battling demons here.” Constantine shook the demon sand off him. “I’m going to need more than fish for this little adventure of yours.”

“If there are demons running, or more specifically flying, wild in Memphis, we both are going to need something for this one.” Anubis ran his hands over his hair. 

“Nooooo!” the voice of a female filled the air. 

The scream gave Anubis goose bumps. Constantine’s claws were back out and ready to strike.

“What are you thinking?” Constantine asked.

“No time to think; follow the scream.” The god and the cat took off down the tight alley of the fishermen’s quarter to the next destination. 

The quiet night had exploded into sound. Screams, footsteps, shouts, and cries filled the air. Anubis and Constantine couldn’t keep up. For every demon they stopped, two more appeared. Splitting up wasn’t an option. They needed one to distract the demon, the other to rescue the child from its clutches. The pair lost track of time as they battled the infernal creatures in Memphis. Anubis doubted they were making a difference, but at least some children were saved.

“How many kids do humans have?” Constantine mumbled after lowering the latest child to the ground. 

He had shifted to a black panther during the night. His larger size gave him more power to attack and protect the children. Constantine stood guard over the small boy at the entrance of an alley. The stench of demon magic surrounded them, and Constantine moved his head back and forth, looking for his next target.

“Too many, by my count.” Anubis finished dispatching another demon before replying.

He wiped demon dust from his khopesh. Gods rarely show signs of weakness, but Anubis was breathing hard. Harder than he was ever used to. Constantine’s fur coat was covered in sweat. They had been battling all night, and it was taking a toll. They were getting tired. Before either could complain, the soft rays of sunlight broke through the night. With a loud screech, the demons slowly popped out of existence. 

“What is going on now?” Constantine crouched down ready to pounce. 

Anubis moved to a principle street and watched as demons vanished as the sun touched them. Analyzing the situation, he moved down the street following the rays of sun and the disappearing demons. Constantine followed closely behind.

“Remember what Horus said?” Anubis asked. 

 “That he would owe you a favor?” Constantine shifted back to his cat form and shook his body, sending drops of sweat everywhere.

“Not that part.” Anubis moved away from the cat and wiped his clothes. That whatever was stealing the kids was gone when he arrived.”

Constantine stopped his neurotic cleaning and looked up at the god. “Are you saying they can’t take the sun?”

“Those demons are not just appearing on their own.” Anubis paced in front of the cat. “Too many, all moving in precise order. It’s almost like they’re being summoned. This could mean a Lector-priest is at play.”

“Don’t those fools serve Heka?” Constantine rubbed his paws over his face, cleaning off the sweat as he spoke. “You don’t think that crazy god is involved? Horus would kill him and his priest.”

“No.” Anubis stopped pacing. “Heka is not concerned with the affairs of mortals, unless a huge ritual is at stake. This feels off.”

“Off how?” Constantine never bothered looking at the god.

“Human greed, off,” Anubis replied.

“That makes more sense.” Constantine stopped his meticulous cleaning to smirk at the god. “Greed and power are something we have lots of experience with. What’s the plan?”

“We need to find the Lector-priest.” Anubis was back to pacing.

“Got that part.” The cat rolled his eyes at the god. “What is the next part of your plan?”

“That’s the problem,” Anubis admitted. “The summoning is taking place at night. If we look for him, we will leave the city at the mercy of the demons. And I don’t know where they are taking the kids and for how long they are alive after they take them.”

“Then we just need to get someone to battle the demons while we search for the priest,” said Constantine.

“Yes.” Anubis clapped his hands with joy. “You are brilliant.”

“I know,” Constantine told him, rubbing the top of his head with his paw. “Do you know someone who could do the job? I doubt your God-Friends will come down to the streets of Memphis to get their divine hands dirty to battle demons.”

“They won’t,” Anubis agreed. “What we need are skilled warriors to battle on our behalf while we search.”

“If you could find some with the power of the sun, that would be even better.” Constantine tilted his head to the sky and took in the warmth radiating down.

“Wow.” Anubis reached down and picked up Constantine. “You are a genius.”

“Boy,” Constantine growled. “If you don’t put me down, I’ll poke out your eyes. Can’t you see I just finished cleaning this fabulous fur?”

“Sorry about that.” Anubis put the angry cat down and adjusted his own clothes.

“Now, are you going to tell me what came through that insane mind of yours?” Constantine glared at the god as he used his paws to wipe his face off again.

“Sphinx,” Anubis replied with a huge smirk.

“A what?” Constantine asked.

“A race of mighty warriors.” Anubis walked in circles around Constantine. “They are cunning and normally guardians of our most precious treasures. But they are fierce on the battle fields with their human heads and lion bodies.”

“What is the deal with you gods and this mixing of species?” Constantine shook his head. “Why can’t you all just stick with one solid form?”

“No idea,” Anubis admitted. “It just seems boring to be the same all over.”

“I enjoy boring, but fine.” Constantine returned to his cleaning. “What makes these Sphinx creatures so special?”

“Their eyes glow like the sun radiating its power,” exclaimed Anubis, tapping his hands together.

“That’s great.” Constantine squinted his eyes at him. “But where do we find these incredible creatures? I’m sure I would have noticed one running around Egypt.”

“The Duat,” replied Anubis, kicking the few rocks in front of him but never looking at Constantine. 

“The Duat? Are you serious?” Constantine shouted. “Your amazing and great Sphinx hang out in the land of the dead. This is madness.”

“They are guardians and keepers,” Anubis explained. “What better place to guard eternal secrets? We must go down and talk to them.”

“We? We who?” Constantine spun around in circles, looking around himself. “Do you have a mouse in your pocket I don’t know about? I’m not going to the land of the dead. Even better, why don’t you have your buddy the sun god talk to them on his nightly trip to their kingdom?”

“There is no time to wait for Horus to make his journey and ask them.” Anubis kicked a few more rocks. “It needs to happen now.”

“That’s madness, and I’m not going,” Constantine told him.

“You are being unreasonable.” Anubis put his hands on his hips. “But you can stay. You will be responsible for locating the Lector-priest while I convince the Sphinx to help.”

“This is going to be interesting,” Constantine told him. “How am I supposed to find this guy?”

“Don’t you have informants in the city?” Anubis asked. 

“Now I have to use my resources to find your mystery guy?” Constantine shook his head. 

“Are you going to do it?” Anubis tapped his foot, waiting for an answer.

“Of course, I will.” Constantine gave himself one last shake and stood on his paws. “I don’t have to like it, but we are in the middle of this mess. We now need to finish it. Meet you at Ptah’s temple before sundown. Try not to cause too much trouble in the underworld.”

“Me cause trouble?” Anubis pointed at himself. “This is coming from the cat who causes a riot every time he is out in the city.”

“You are just jealous.” Before Anubis could reply, Constantine took off.

“Crazy cat,” Anubis muttered. 

“I heard that,” Constantine shouted over his shoulder, but kept on running.

Anubis gave his friend one last look before disappearing. Convincing the Sphinx to join them wouldn’t be that hard. Constantine truly had the hardest mission. Finding a magician in this city was going to take all his cunning.

 

 


Chapter Four

As the capital of Egypt, Memphis was one of the largest metropolises around. Finding a human doing magic was going to be a miracle. Constantine wasn’t sure what a practicing Lector-priest looked like. He didn’t know if they acted any different than other humans. 

Fortunately for Constantine, he had been alive for a couple centuries now. He had developed and molded a very impressive network system in the city. His first stop was the temple cats. If anything suspicious moved around their area, they would know. This early in the morning, it was easy to navigate the city with little interference from humans or other animals.

The temple area, unlike the rest of the city, was busy with people. Ptah’s priests were preparing for their morning chants. Constantine walked around the legs of a priest. The priest, in turn, jumped out of his way. In this part of the city, cats were truly revered and treated like royalty. If he stayed on the main floor of the temple, a few novices would feed him fresh milk and meat. A tempting offer; too bad he was on a mission. 

Constantine found his favorite column and sat in the middle. From his location, he could see all movement in the temple and made sure everyone saw him as well. There was no time to be hiding around if he was hoping to get information by sundown.

“Your Lordship,” an old silver cat, one of the oldest in the temple, said to Constantine as he approached from behind.

“Priest,” Constantine greeted the cat.

“We didn’t expect you this day,” the priest-cat replied.

“It seems Memphis is in a bit of a nasty mess.” Constantine licked his claws. “Had a very interesting night in the city.”

“So, the rumors are true?” The priest-cat leaned closer to Constantine. “You were battling the creatures last night.”

“Who else would it be?” Constantine replied, glancing over his back at the priest-cat. “How long have those things been in the city?”

“A full moon cycle,” the priest-cat answered. “At first it was only a rumor. We heard stories of the demons appearing around the city, but they weren’t taking humans. By the first quarter, it all changed. Reports were coming into the temple about the missing children. They got worse by the day.”

“Have the priests done anything about it?” Constantine turned to face the priest-cat.

“They have increased the sacrifices to Ptah, but nothing more,” the priest-cat answered, looking down at the floor.

“Let me guess,” Constantine said, rolling his eyes. “The great and powerful Ptah has ignored your pleas.”

“He is a very busy deity,” the priest-cat defended his god.

“Yes, I can only imagine.” Constantine shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. This mess is going to be fixed by the almighty Anubis.

“The Lord Anubis himself is here to help?” The priest-cat leaned in closer with wide-eyes.

“Unfortunately.” Constantine waved a paw at the incredulous cat. “It seems my god likes to fix other god’s messes. Now, I’m here for some answers.”

“Anything you need, my Lord.” The priest-cat bowed his head.

“I need to know if any strangers have entered the city since the last moon cycle,” Constantine informed the priest-cat.

“My Lord.” The priest-cat swallowed his spit before continuing. “This is Memphis. New people come to the city daily for trade or work. Who are we looking for?”

“Anyone who doesn’t smell right,” Constantine’s vague reply made the priest-cat’s eyes become even wider. “I’m looking for anyone who smells of magic or power.”

“Magic?” That made the priest-cat stop moving. “There has never been a sect of Heka here in Memphis.”

“I don’t think we’re looking for true believers,” Constantine explained. “Maybe one or two humans acting alone, but with enough power to raise an army of demons.”

“Understood,” said the priest-cat. “When do you need this information by?”

“Sundown,” Constantine replied. “I’ll be waiting at the top of the temple. Don’t let me down.”

Constantine jumped off the column, not giving the priest-cat an opportunity to argue. Failure wasn’t an option on this. He needed to have as many ears as possible out on the town looking for this Lector-priest full of magic. The priest-cat would handle all the temples and high levels of society. Constantine needed to engage the other side of the city; the eyes and ears of all the commoners. In a leisurely stroll, he made his way toward the marketplace. He couldn’t be seen walking around the city afraid and disoriented. 

The market area was slightly populated by humans setting up their goods for the day. Patrons would not wander down until the sun hit a quarter of the way in the sky. This would give the vendors and cooks of the market plenty of time to get ready for the day. Constantine found his fellow cats behind the market’s main building. 

“My lord, you are blessing us with your presence,” the leader of the pack, a long haired gray striped cat, said. “I’m grateful you are here.”

“I’m sure you are,” Constantine replied, walking around the group. “I have work for you.”

“We are here to serve,” the leader replied. “What kind of work?”

“I’m looking for a Lector-priest in the city,” Constantine answered.

“Those weird humans dealing magic?” The leader leaned closer to Constantine. “Why would you care about any of them?”

“If you must know.” Constantine ignored the other cat’s breath on his side, instead he played with his claws. “Whoever he is, this Lector-priest is the one responsible for all the demons in the city.”

At the mention of demons, the cat growled and stood straight up. 

“Those things took my human.” the leader spat in anger. “What do you need from us?”

“Send out every spy you have and find the priest,” Constantine ordered.

“It will be our pleasure,” the leader replied. 

“Good.” Constantine smirked at the cat. “I’ll be on the top of the temple of Ptah at sunset. Bring all the information there to me.”

Constantine left the cat to disperse his troops. The city will be bustling with cats searching for any potential stranger. His last destination would be the fisherman’s quarters. Once he mobilized that group, he would have the rest of the day to roam the city. The scent of the demons was very distinct, and he was curious to see if he could track it. The problem was, as the day became hotter, the less of the stench was left. He needed to hurry.

 

 


Chapter Five

“You are late,” Anubis told Constantine.

“I was busy,” Constantine replied, as he jumped next to Anubis on top of the temple. “Unlike somebody. How long have you been sitting here?”

“Not that long.” Anubis threw a rock over the temple. “How did it go?”

“The pharaohs and his advisor have packed the city with new people, and yet nobody knows anything,” Constantine answered, folding his legs underneath him as he sat. “Now let’s hope my informants have better luck than I did. How about you?”

“I made my case. We will see if they show,” Anubis told him. 

“You don’t sound too confident.” Constantine stared at the now quiet city. “This place will not be too quiet once the sun fully sets.”

“Then we better hope all of our hard work pays off,” Anubis told him as he watched the city as well.

“Your Lordship,” the priest-cat hissed up.

“Please don’t tell me you still have them calling you that ridiculous title.” Anubis glared at Constantine. 

“It’s not my fault they have good taste,” Constantine told the god. “Now stop being a pain. I must go talk to my subjects.”

“You are insufferable,” Anubis told the cat, who made his way down to the floor under them.

“What did you find out?” Constantine asked. 

“You were correct,” the priest-cat answered with his head bowed. “No member of Heka’s order is in the city.”

“Great.” Constantine tapped his claws on the ground. “Now tell me something I don’t know.”

“We found nothing out of the ordinary,” the priest-cat confessed.

“Of course, they wouldn’t,” the market leader announced from behind Constantine. 

“It’s about time you showed up,” Constantine chastised the late arrival. “What did you find out?”

“My people saw a powerful magic dealer walking the great walls,” the market leader informed them.

Anubis dropped to the ground next to the cats. Both the priest-cat and the market leader jumped back to avoid the god.

“Why are you scaring my people?” Constantine reprimanded Anubis, speaking in the common language instead of the one he used with the cats. 

“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.” Anubis shrugged. “It makes sense to have him on the city walls. It would be easier to break the protection spells of the city standing by the threshold.”

“It makes sense,” Constantine agreed. 

“Is he going to eat us?” The priest-cat asked, dragging his belly on the ground.

Constantine and the market leader stared with mouths wide open. Anubis laughed, scaring the poor priest-cat even more. 

“The rumors that people make up about me,” Anubis told Constantine. “They are incredible.”

“You don’t do a great job cleaning them up either.” Constantine pointed at the terrified cat with his paw. Changing to cat speak, he addressed the priest-cat. “Nobody is going to eat you if you do as you are told. These demons keep taking sleeping kids. We need to keep the children awake.”

A loud screech cut through the night. Constantine spun around, searching for the sound. The priest-cat stopped his groveling and stood on his hind legs. The market leader smelled the air. 

Another scream filled the air, as Anubis pulled out his khopesh.

“Hurry,” Constantine ordered both cats. “Get every one of your members moving. Keep as many children as possible from falling asleep.”

“We are not strong enough to battle demons,” the priest- cat confessed.

“You don’t have to,” Constantine told them. “We will be right behind you.”

The two cats took off down the temple toward the city. Constantine watched them leave silently. 

“What are you planning?” Anubis asked his friend.

“Hoping the cats in the city will buy us enough time until your friends join us,” Constantine admitted. “If we can keep the kids awake, maybe they will have a fighting chance to fight those demons.”

“Not for long,” Anubis informed him. “They can just knock them out with their powers.”

“Why are you destroying my plans?” Constantine turned to yell at the god when the space behind them tore open. “What is that?”

Constantine hid behind Anubis, as the air rippled with electricity. The smell of ozone and sulfur filled the night. Constantine held his breath and peaked through Anubis’ legs at the gap in the night. From the tear, five large sphinxes stepped out. Each one with the head of a male human and the body of a lion. Their faces were almost beautiful, except for the fire glowing from their eyes. Constantine turned his face away to avoid the stare that felt like it was burning his soul away. 

“Welcome, my friends.” Anubis bowed his head at the newcomers. “Thank you for coming.”

“That is one impressive entrance,” Constantine told the group. “I need to get my people to work on theirs.”

“Could you please focus?” Anubis hissed at the cat.

“Sorry,” Constantine replied, not moving from his hiding spot.

“We are here, as you requested.” The tallest of the sphinxes, stepped up. His dark hair was styled in the same fashion as the Egyptian men in the city.

“We need the demons eliminated while we find the Lector-priest,” Anubis explained. 

“It will be our pleasure,” the sphinx replied. “Spread out and clear the city,” he told his peers 

The four sphinxes behind the great leader took off down the temple. The tear between the worlds closed and the leader of the sphinxes gave Anubis one last bow before following his friends.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to be ripping through worlds like that,” Constantine said, walking around Anubis.

“Would you like to tell them that?” Anubis pointed at the five-sphinxes trotting away.

“Are you crazy?” Constantine backed away. “You saw those eyes?”

“That’s the reason I got them,” Anubis explained. “If I’m correct, and I’m hardly ever wrong, those demons won’t be able to handle the sphinxes presence.”

“I hope you’re right,” Constantine told his friend. “This city can’t handle another night of demons.”

“In that case, we better hurry.” Anubis picked up Constantine. “We need to get to the wall and find that Lector-priest.”

Instead of running through the city, Anubis closed his eyes and teleported them. They didn’t have time to waste taking the traditional route to the wall. 

 

 


Chapter Six

Memphis’ white walls were legendary throughout the land. They reflected the sun and gave the city a glorious appearance. Anubis arrived at the main gates with Constantine wrapped around his neck. There were no screams in this part of the city. But soldiers and not families surrounded the entrance. Children were hard to find in these parts. 

“Do you have any idea how we’re going to find this priest?” Anubis asked Constantine as he inspected the length of the wall. 

“Do you smell that?” Constantine leaped off Anubis. 

The cat inhaled deeply, and the fur on his spine shivered. 

“What is it?” Anubis asked, pulling his blade out again.

“It smells like those demons.” Constantine took off running in the smell’s direction. 

Anubis didn’t question his friend. Instead, he took off after the cat, not making a sound as his feet hit the dirt. Constantine took a couple sharp turns around the wall, but eventually stopped in front of an alcove. Anubis stopped next to him. Both god and cat looked around the wall for signs of movement, but nobody was around. 

“What’s that in there?” Constantine asked but didn’t approach the alcove. 

“You two are too late,” a man said from on top of the wall. “The spell is complete. Our demons will hunt this land until our master returns.”

“You obviously don’t know us very well,” Anubis told the Lector-priest.

The man was wearing all white garments with the symbol of Seth around his neck; the god of chaos and destruction. Anubis took one leap and landed next to the priest. 

“This is not your city,” said Anubis. 

“It’s not yours either,” the priest replied. “And here you are, doing the will of all the other gods. You are being used, Anubis.”

“I can do with my time whatever I wish.” Anubis took a step toward the priest. 

“Yes, but you will lose.” The priest took a step away from Anubis and smiled. “We are growing, and more are already here.”

The priest never explained his last statement, instead he jumped off the wall. His body landed crumpled next to Constantine on the ground. 

“Hey, why did you push him?” Constantine shouted up to Anubis.

“I didn’t touch him,” Anubis replied. 

Constantine didn’t have time to answer when Anubis dropped to his side. The god leaned down next to the body. Blood oozed from the head.

“You don’t think he could be alive?” Constantine asked, even though he knew the answer. 

“Not at all,” Anubis confirmed. “His soul has departed and is being judged in Duat.”

“Why did he jump?” Constantine poked the side of the man with his front paw.

“Only way to make sure I couldn’t force him to reverse the spell.” Anubis marched away from the body toward the small alcove.

Stuck to the wall, a parchment burned with blue flames. Anubis reached for the parchment, but sparks flew in every direction. 

“Well, this is an inconvenience.” Anubis used his magic to control the flames of the parchment. 

“Can you take it down?” Constantine stood next to Anubis.

“Of course, I can,” Anubis replied. “But it’s going to take me more time than I expected.”

“What can I do?” Constantine wiggled between Anubis’ legs.

“Giving me some room to work would be ideal at this moment.” Anubis moved around the cat, but Constantine only followed him. “Why don’t you help the sphinxes in the city while I work on this?”

“Is that safe?” Constantine asked, looking up at Anubis and then at the burning paper.

Anubis glanced over at the dead body on the ground. “I’m pretty sure he’s not coming back to finish the job.”

“But what if his friends come back?” Constantine argued. “He said they had more people.”

“Are you worried?” Anubis crossed his arms over his chest.

“Somebody has to watch your back,” Constantine replied, puffing up his chest. “Strange things happen to you all the time. Do you need me to remind you of the time you were attacked by those chickens?”

Anubis closed his eyes and just shook his head. “Fine, you have a point. But I’ll be okay. I can handle the magic and . . .”

Screams interrupted Anubis’ speech. Constantine turned toward the city and the direction of the sound.

“Those cries are getting closer,” Anubis told him. “Constantine, go. They could use your help. If something happens, I’ll call.”

Constantine weighed his options, examining his old friend and the burning parchment. But another scream came from the city, and that won.

“You better contact me if something happens here, or you will get a permanent new hairdo when I’m done with you.” Constantine extended his claws at the god.

“That would be horrible.” Anubis ran his hand over his perfectly styled hair.  

Constantine gave him one last glance, before shifting into a large jackal. With his new form in place, the muscles of his legs were powerful, and his black fur glowed in the torchlight. Anubis turned back to work on the parchment as Constantine took off toward the city.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

What Constantine had mistaken for screams of children from the city, turned out to be dozens of screeching cats. The priest-cat and market leader had mobilized every feline in the city, and they were howling. Candles were being lit inside the houses, and drowsy humans were stepping outside looking for the source of the screams. Constantine ran past many in a blur, moving toward the market area. True human screams filled this side of the city.

The market was a sea of pure chaos. The five sphinxes battled demons like demented soldiers. They used their enormous paws to shred the demons to pieces. The demons further away, they burned with the light of their eyes. But for every demon they destroyed, more appeared. They gathered children in the center, who were holding each other as the demons flew over them, jaws open.

Constantine leaped into the action, not waiting to announce himself. He landed on top of two demons that were on a straight path with the great sphinx, who was carrying a small girl on his back to safety. 

Demons howled as Constantine pounded them to the ground. The sphinx nodded his head in thanks and continued his journey. Some of the smaller and faster cats from the market also joined the fight, biting off wings of the demons once the sphinxes took them down. 

Anubis, hurry, Constantine told his friend through their mental connection.

What do you think I’m doing? Anubis replied. Stop distracting me.

Constantine forced himself not to reply and focused on the battle at hand. The demons were relentless, but the sphinxes were magnificent. In the chaos, a few humans ran in the market. 

“You,” the great sphinx shouted. 

A large human male made eye contact with the mystical creature. 

“Get the children out of here, now,” the great sphinx ordered.

“Yes, your greatness,” the human replied, dodging demons to reach the children. 

“Well, that never works like that when I order them around,” Constantine pouted. “It might be the human head.”

Before Constantine could analyze the effect of the human head on the lion’s body, two demons landed on his back, taking him to the ground. Constantine tried to roll them off, but their large bird claws dug deep into his fur. One demon pinned Constantine’s legs down and aimed to bite his neck. As the demon reached for his neck, the great sphinx slammed into it, sending it flying off Constantine.

“Recommend you pay more attention, little one,” the great sphinx warned.

“You are right.” Constantine licked the blood that rolled off his shoulder. “But they are going to pay for this.”

Constantine charged the demons at a faster speed than before and attacked. The battle raged on, until the first rays of sunlight pierced the night sky. But unlike the previous night, only a few demons remained in the marketplace. The few left vanished as the light hit them. Constantine dropped to the ground, covered in sweat. He slowly shifted back to his cat form and panted.

“Marvelous job,” the voice of Horus filled the marketplace. 

Constantine rolled on his side to watch the sun god gliding down to the center of the market toward the great sphinx and his friends.

“This was a glorious battle,” Horus told the sphinxes. 

“We are here to serve,” the great sphinx replied. “The Lord Anubis asked for our aid and here we are.”

“Speaking of Anubis, where is he?” Horus scanned the destroyed market.

As if summoned, Anubis appeared in the center of the destruction. “Isn’t it nice of you to join us?”

“I could say the same for you,” Horus shouted back. “Where have you been?”

“Dismantling a very interesting spell from Seth’s followers.” Anubis dropped the scraps left from the parchment at the foot of Horus.

“There are no members of that sect here in Memphis,” Horus announced, kicking the paper back. 

“Maybe before, but they are here now,” Anubis corrected him. “The spell for that group is broken, but they will be back.”

“You must stand watch over the city,” Horus ordered the other god.

“Did you get hit with a rock during your last fight?” Anubis shook his head at the other god. “Why would I ever do that? Remember, this is not my city, and I really don’t care.”

“I would owe you . . .” Horus announced but Constantine coughed, making him stop.

“No favor is worth this much trouble,” Constantine told the sun god.

“I agree with my trusted companion,” Anubis added.

“This city would be helpless if you left.” Horus paced around the debris. 

“Sounds like Ptah should step up and take care of his people,” Anubis informed him.

“Children will die,” Horus pleaded.

“Why don’t you do it?” Constantine chimed in.

“I have things I must do each day.” Horus raised his head toward the sky, where the actual sun was making its way up.

“And we don’t?” Constantine continued. 

“We are not doing it,” Anubis added.

“But the city,” Horus told them.

“I’ll do it,” the voice of the great sphinx stopped the argument. 

“That is madness.” Constantine told the magnificent creature. “You don’t owe this city or the gods anything.”

“Our mission is to guard and protect,” the great sphinx explained as his companions nodded their heads at him. “We were made by the gods for this purpose. It would be my honor. I will stand guard over the city until the gods can protect it themselves.”

“That’s a magnificent idea.” Horus clapped his hands. “I’ll make you huge, so demons and other sects will fear you from a distance. You will be named Harmakhet, the Horus on the horizon.”

The great sphinx bowed his head, and from thin air Horus produced an elaborate pharaoh’s headdress. He crowned the great sphinx with it.  

“This is a terrible idea,” Constantine told Anubis.

“This is a horrible idea,” Anubis replied, and marched toward the great sphinx. “Great One, you don’t have to do this. I know I asked for your help, but it was only temporary. You are agreeing to a lot more than you can imagine.”

“I will serve the gods,” the great sphinx replied and followed Horus out of the marketplace.

His companions, on the other hand, created another rip in the world. They marched, heads held high, back to Duat, leaving their prominent leader behind.

“Anubis, what can we do?” Constantine asked, watching the sphinxes leave.

“I fear the only thing we can do, is monitor Harmakhet.” Anubis shook his head in sad resignation. 

Constantine took a deep breath. This was not how he was expecting the day to end.

 

 


Epilogue

Present day, Texarkana, TX

“Are you serious?” Bob asked, holding on to the steering wheel.

“It took him less than a minute to make that decision,” Constantine told him. 

“Did the gods ever come back?” Bob was afraid to ask but couldn’t help himself.

“Of course not, those bastards,” Constantine hissed. “Harmarkhet has been watching over Egypt for over forty-five hundred years. He went from a mighty and great sphinx to a giant piece of stone, buried deep in the sand. Anubis and I stop by every decade, to make sure his spirit is still there.”

“How is that possible?” Bob asked.

“He is asleep inside that impressive statue now.” Constantine rolled on his side. “As the Egyptian gods lost their power in the world, and humans stopped worshipping them, the power of Horus faded. The sphinx is a stubborn one. Now he is a national monument. Go figure.”

“Boss.” Bob tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “You really don’t think Anubis, I mean Death, is going to send you to some remote location and forget about you. The two of you have been running together for millennia.”

“He was pretty mad,” Constantine confessed. “Maybe I got a bit carried away.”

“An assault team of teenagers is extreme, even for you,” Bob agreed but didn’t look at the cat.

“Maybe if I apologize.” Constantine sat up in the seat.

“You might need more than an apology,” Bob told him. “An actual plan for how to fix this would be ideal.”

“Well, that’s easy.” Constantine smirked. “I always have a plan and a contingency one.”

“I figured you would . . . what in God’s name is that?” Bob pointed out the windshield of the truck. 

Constantine turned to face the front. A small man was running naked down the street. He was being chased by three girls with wands. 

“Isn’t that TJ’s roommate?” Constantine asked.

“Why doesn’t he ever wear clothes?” Bob watched the group running down the street. “Do we get involved?”

“Considering those three chasing him are witches. . . .” Constantine motioned to the girls. “We better before we have to clear that mess with the local authorities.”

Bob put the truck in gear but glanced at his boss before moving. “Are you going to be okay?”

“I have a plan, my boy.” Constantine’s feline eyes shone. “Unlike Harmarkhet, I won’t be waiting around to see what is going to happen. I’ll make my future.”

“Welcome back, boss,” Bob told the cat, and took off after the group.

Constantine jumped on the dashboard and smirked. Bob hit the gas and went in full pursuit of the strange little group. There was never a boring day in the life of Death’s Intern.

 

The End… for now

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

A note from the Author

Thank you so much for joining me on this fun adventure. If you are interested in starting the Intern Diaries adventures, then pick up a copy of Death’s Intern, book 1 in the series. Fall in love with this group of quirky characters, full of wild adventures. For more adventures with Constantine, grab a copy of The Origins of Constantine. Go back to Ancient Egypt and learn how it all started. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
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Chapter One

Astrid let her head fall back and her eyes close as she took in the warmth of the summer sun. 

The tassel on her cap brushed against her cheek as it fell sideways from the action.

Her entire life was different now.

Thirteen years of her life. Exactly 2,535 days. Over sixty-thousand hours spent, and everything was simply over.

“I’m bummed you won’t be with me next year,” Brenda sighed from her spot on the steps beside Astrid. “We’ve waited our whole lives to walk into NYU, and now I’m doing it alone.”

Astrid laughed, lifted her head, and opened her eyes. “Correction, you’ve waited your entire life to walk into NYU. I didn’t even know the school existed until we met when I was ten.”

“Still,” Brenda whined. “You’re really doing this? Your mom is actually letting you take a gap year?”

Astrid shrugged. “Letting me and not having a choice because I’m doing it really aren’t the same thing.”

Astrid couldn’t remember a conversation with her mother in the last three months that hadn’t ended with them shouting. Most times, Grams came to the rescue, playing peacemaker to remind them life was too short to argue.

“I admire you, you know?” Brenda winked, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “You’re going to run off to Ireland and meet some handsome man with the sexiest accent and I’ll be back here studying algebra and intro to English or something.”

“You never know. Maybe I’ll be stuck surrounded by little old people who drink too much beer while you’re partying with all the college guys.” Astrid smirked. Brenda’s biggest wish was to marry a man with Astrid’s accent so she could listen to him speak all day.

Astrid barely heard her accent. It seemed to vanish the more she grew up in America.

“I’m coming to visit over the holiday break, though! You save a man for me, you hear?”

“Astrid! Brenda!” Mark jogged up, waving some papers in his hand before joining them on the steps. “There are only three hours until the party. What are you doing sitting on the steps just outside of school instead of all that girly stuff that takes you hours to get ready.” He dropped a kiss on Brenda’s cheek. “And you, stop talking to her about all the Irish men you’re going to leave me for.”

Astrid loved her best friends to death, but she was excited to not be the third wheel for the first time in what felt like forever. Brenda wanted to marry a man with an Irish accent, but she was happy as ever with her very American boyfriend for the last three years.

“Besides,” Mark grinned, the action accentuating his classic square jawline. “The men are going to take one look at Astrid and not want anything to do with an American Beauty. They’ll want one of their own.” He winked.

Astrid rolled her eyes. Between her accent, her height, and her stereotypical flaming red hair, she’d had her share of boys following her around when she hit puberty. Dated a few too, but her future wasn’t in America. She knew that.

It was with her past.

In the hills of Ireland. 

She’d loved her life in America but missed home even though she couldn’t remember most of her life before leaving her grandmother’s small cottage. She couldn’t remember her father, either.

“Come on then,” Mark stood and offered each of them his hands to help them, even though one was filled with flyers for a party he’d already shared a dozen times. “Let’s get you ladies home so we can bring on the celebration. Goodbye high school, hello rest of our lives!” His shout was swallowed by the blare of the New York City traffic.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“You’re certain you must do this?” Emmaline Murphy touched the bottom of Astrid’s newly dyed curls. “And with teal hair?” 

Astrid had never heard her mother more exasperated than in that moment. Whether it was because she’d rushed off a few days ago and completely hidden her red locks under coats of bleach and color, or because she really was leaving to return to Ireland alone for a year, Astrid would never know.

“I must do this. You remember so much of home. I remember playing in a grassy field one day and attending Dad’s funeral the next. Everything, save for that gleaming closed casket, is a blur. One minute I was crying myself to sleep, and the next I woke up in America in a penthouse that makes me furious we lived in a tiny shack for so long.”

Emmaline scoffed. “We did not live in a shack. You just feel it was so small because what compares to living forty stories up in New York?”

“See! You’re proving my point, Mom. I don’t remember enough. Grams is okay with this. Why can’t you be?”

Emmaline turned to glare at her mother. “Grams still wishes we’d never left Ireland. We did what we had to do without your father.”

“More like we ran where we had to run,” Grams snickered, her accent still heavy on certain words. “But that is neither here nor there. My granddaughter is setting off on an adventure to learn her history. Alone. Do you think the pair of you might find a way to, what do you say, chillax?”

Astrid coughed to cover a laugh. Her grandmother was older but never failed to try to fit in.

“I’m just grateful you kept the place.” Astrid never knew how much money her family had, but the cottage remained in their family, unrented, despite there never being a moments talk about returning.

“Do me a favor, Sweetheart,” Daniel, her stepfather, stepped in to cut the tension as he often did. “Text right before they make you turn your phone off, when you land, and call while you’re in whatever type of transit you use to get you to the cottage.”

She wanted to roll her eyes at all the precautions, but a small part of her understood how dangerous what she was doing could be. “Always.” she stepped on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss on his cheek. “I love you all. I’m going to be fine!” 

Grams wrapped her in a hug and squeezed her too tight for her almost eighty-five years of age. Astrid kissed her grandmother’s cheek as well and turned to look at her mom.

Tears shone in her mom’s dark green eyes, almost making them sparkle like emeralds. “I hate this, do you understand me?” Her voice wavered slightly. “Do all the things Daniel asked and one extra for me.”

Astrid nodded, not trusting her voice as emotion finally washed over her as she stared into her mother’s eyes. Suddenly, she was ten years old again, curled into a ball, crying hysterically on an unfamiliar, hard couch. 

“Avoid the fae.”

Astrid barked a laugh and swiped at a tear that fell. “The fae, Mother? Shall I look out for the little people, too?”

“Astrid!” Emmaline hissed. “This is nothing to joke about.” As always, when Emmaline yelled, her American accent vanished entirely. 

“Okay, okay,” Astrid still couldn’t hold back her laugh. “I’ll watch out for all things mystical. Deal?”

Her mom nodded, but didn’t seem content with Astrid’s tone.

“I love you all, but I need to remember who I was before we came here. It feels like part of me is missing.”

“Mind your manners and the fae,” her grandmother smiled. “Now off through security or you’ll miss your flight!”

Sniffling, Astrid grabbed the handle on her carry-on bag and turned to walk away.

She’d never dreamed she’d leave her family behind and spend a year abroad, but she had so many questions to answer and memories to try to regain.

 Astrid was going home.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“Dad?” Astrid called to the man with silvery-white streaked hair with his back to her.

It couldn’t be. She knew that, but assumed walking into the cottage pummeled her with memories already of things that used to be.

Dropping her backpack, Astrid didn’t grab the two bags she left on the small porch. She kept walking through the house, the narrow halls suddenly fresh in her mind as she weaved through the old home, chasing the specter of her father to see what memory he brought.

“Dad!” Astrid called again, knowing he couldn’t respond, but trying to understand her emotional response wasn’t in the question. “Dad!” Astrid began to jog and stopped when she found the memory standing in the kitchen.

He turned, and a bright red blossom exploded across his chest. Brown eyes locked with hers before his knees buckled and he dropped onto the dark wooden floor.

“No!” she screamed as her eyes flew open. Astrid’s heart thumped in her chest, and she flushed as people turned in their seats to look at her. 

Right. You’re on a plane. That wasn’t real. Astrid blew out a breath.

“Sorry!” she muttered and wished she could melt into the uncomfortable seat.

How she’d ever slept from Ireland to New York City and the ride from the airport to their penthouse was beyond her. If she’d had a nightmare simply returning home, there was no way ten-year-old Astrid who just buried her father had anything short of night terrors.

Shivering, she closed her eyes again, hoping what came next was less intense. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“This is a fool’s errand,” Ronin growled disrespectfully at his king. Speaking out loud may be new to him, but such a rude action toward his liege was not common for Ronin - whether spoken or not. He was not acting like himself because he had good reason.

“Then consider yourself a fool,” King Patrick spoke with no malice in his tone and a smirk on his lips. Black hair streaked with silver glowed in the moonlight as the king ran a hand lazily through it. 

“Is there not another who could take this task on? I am not suited for … babysitting. I don’t even belong in this form.” Ronin had never shape-shifted to human in his entire life. Walking on two limbs and speaking with sound versus thoughts didn’t feel right.

“There is no one else I would trust with such an important task than my chief of war.”

Ronin snorted, surprised by the strange way his throat vibrated when he made the sound. “Following your daughter around is hardly a task one needs skill to do.”

“Keeping her safe once the magic in her blood is sniffed out by other fae is not babysitting,” Patrick growled, his voice booming through the empty courtyard.

“I did not mean to imply it was. When the time comes that her life is truly in danger, I am happy to assist in her protection. It could be months before those in our realm take note of her in the human realm.”

A bushy brow lifted. “You think I mean for her to stay in the human realm?”

“Umm, do you not?” Ronin wasn’t sure how the king thought a human of any kind would survive in their realm.

“My daughter has been out of my reach, believing me dead, for almost a decade. Her return to Ireland means she is looking for answers. She needs to find me.”

Ronin groaned. Not since the king got word from his wife that their daughter was returning to Ireland had they spoken of such a scenario. 

In fact, when the human invoked the magic in the candle Patrick gave her, she specifically told her husband to stay away from their daughter and return her back to the states in one year without harm to her.

“Bringing her here is completely counter to the promise you made to your wife.”

“My ex-wife. She has remarried.” The snarl was unmistakable, though quiet.

“Can you blame her? She married the King of the Unicorns, who was only granted twenty years as a human. What was she to do? Abandon your daughter and run away with you here?” Ronin didn’t mean to challenge his lord, but he certainly had.

Those humans who had not yet reached two decades of life could survive forever in the fae realm, with consequences. It was the reason so many fae broke free to live human lives, they would not be able to do so once they’d lived twenty years. Shifters could only hold human form for so long, and in Patrick’s case, the man traded the ability to shift for twenty years as a human.

“Did I ask for your protection or your opinion?” Green eyes narrowed into slits and a flash of silver spoke of the magic Patrick threatened to release.

“My protection,” Ronin sighed. “I want it known I think this is a terrible idea.”

“That is fine. I want it known that I want to know my daughter. You bring her here, and then you protect her while she is here. That is your duty.”

Ronin sighed again. King Patrick was a good man, but it seemed he had blinders on when it came to this human woman.

The fae could sense the lack of magic in a human’s blood from thousands of kilometers away. They could sense magic anywhere. The minute his half-fae daughter stepped into this realm, her life would be in danger. 

Patrick’s rule was as well.

The fae bowed to their own rulers, but unicorns held ultimate power for their ability to wield magic and shapeshift. If word traveled there was indeed a princess, but one born of the human realm, it would not end well. The fae would not be content with the rule of a part human in their realm should she ever stay for good. Her life, and Patrick’s, would be under constant attack unless a full-scale war broke out and Patrick retained the throne through battle.

“Ronin?” His name was growled.

“I understand. I don’t bloody like it, but I understand.”

“Good, then you may return to your natural form. If a man approached my daughter, I’d like to hope she’d kick in him the balls. If a unicorn approaches her, I think she would believe it to be a dream, but eventually accept that you are there.”

“With pleasure.” Ronin closed his eyes and the change from man to unicorn was complete. The magic was instant and painless.

He smacked a hoof into the ground and bowed his head before turning to build the speed needed to run between realms.


Chapter Two

“It’s beautiful,” Astrid whispered, nearly dropping the phone from her hands as the driver pulled up the small cobblestone road and revealed the cottage she’d long forgotten.

The cottage was bigger than she remembered, but still far smaller than the floor they had above the city. The gray stone roof was adorable, and the peaks the stones made above the entry door, the bay window, and the small window on the second floor must look stunning draped in lights. The rounded, dark brown entryway reminded Astrid of a tree trunk that she could sneak inside and find the fairy world or something equally fantastical. The small green bushes that lined the house were well cared for, and only the ivy climbing up the doorway made Astrid question if someone in Ireland hadn’t been caring for the house all these years.

“Don’t hang up!” her mother snapped, drawing Astrid back to the phone. “I want to know the neighbors know you’re there as well.”

Astrid glanced at the driver next to her and mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

The young man merely smiled and stopped the car in the driveway.

“Mom, I promise you I’m not going to be murdered by the driver in the next twenty minutes. He can hear me when I tell you, I’ll go straight next door and tell whoever lives there that I’m here, so they don’t think someone has broken into the place.”

“I already told them.”

Astrid flinched. “You speak to them? You’ve had a link home this entire time?”

“The house is still ours. We pay for upkeep. There is electricity and running water. How did you think you’d see at night? Bathe?” Emmaline laughed.

Astrid had fought so much with her mother in the last few months she’d forgotten how pretty her mom’s laugh was. So light, almost airy. Despite how Astrid felt, her mom wasn’t being overbearing right now. She was just scared.

“May I?” The young man gestured toward the phone and Astrid curiously passed it over. “Hello, Ma’am. If this helps, I live three doors down. I promise, no harm will come to your daughter.”

Her mother said something Astrid couldn’t hear and then the man, who was apparently something of a neighbor, passed the phone back with a wink.

“Okay, you behave, and call us when you’re not jetlagged, deal?” Emmaline sounded more like the mom Astrid grew up with, less tense and angry. 

“I promise,” Astrid undid the seatbelt. “I love you.”

“We love you too, As.”

Astrid ended the call before any vibes of homesickness could creep their way in and looked back at her driver. “Thank you. Do you really live nearby?”

He smiled, his brows drawing in as he did. “I do. Though I’ve got three under the age of two, so it’s not likely you’ll see me except if one of them breaks out to run here.” He gave a small laugh. “That’ll be forty-seven euros. Cost is a bit higher coming from the airport. Sorry about that.”

“Not a problem.” Astrid pulled her wallet from her purse. “Credit?”

“Swipe there, excuse any grubby fingerprints. The kids were in the car this morning.” the driver pointed before undoing his belt.

Astrid chuckled, swiped the card, and then popped open the car door. Cold summer air brushed against her face and Astrid wished she’d grabbed a sweater. Warm in Ireland was not the same as warm in New York City, apparently. 

“You’ll be well then?” The driver asked as he wheeled over the two larger suitcases, each with a small bag on the top.

“I will. I’m Astrid.” She offered him her hand.

“Michael. Welcome to Ireland.” 

He gave a small wave and walked back to his car. Astrid almost opened her mouth when he opened the incorrect door, before realizing it was not the incorrect door in Ireland. 

“Okay, then, house, what can you tell me about my life?” Astrid dug around in her pocket for the small brass key. “Only way to find out is to open the door.” Astrid’s hand shook as she slipped the key into the lock.

A snapping twig drew her attention from the door, and she swore she saw a white buck bounce away.

“That is what happens when you live in the countryside.” Laughing at herself, Astrid twisted the key until she couldn’t and used moved her hand from the key to the doorknob, twisting it next.

The door swung inward, revealing a perfectly clean house that looked nothing like the cottage she dreamed of on the plane. Whereas that house had been wide open, this one bore low ceilings and countless walls.

In fact, she nearly kicked the bottom of the staircase as she tugged one of her suitcases in.

“Note to self, be careful.” Astrid turned to grab the second suitcase and gasped.

A white horse - no, a unicorn - stood just at the edge of the forest across the street. Blinking, Astrid rubbed her eyes, and when the spots cleared, she saw no sign of anything.

“This is why jet lag is the worst.” Astrid sighed. “What were you thinking coming here when you’ve never lived alone at the old age of eighteen? Now you have to do all the cooking and cleaning for an entire year.”

Astrid hadn’t thought this part out. Perhaps her mother assumed she’d hate doing the work and come home? There was no way her mom hadn’t thought about how terrible Astrid was at cooking before allowing her to come.

“Well, I suppose nap first, then figure out how to cook later.” She grabbed the key from the lock outside, tugged the door shut, and locked it before heading up the stairs.
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“Wide awake.” Astrid drummed her fingers over her chest. “Wide awake at two in the morning because of jet lag.”

There was no cable or internet at the cabin - they came to turn it on tomorrow - and Astrid hadn’t felt like unpacking even her e-reader earlier.

“No time like now to start unpacking. Pretty sure they won’t have delivery to the outskirts of the town in the middle of the night.” Her stomach growled as if agreeing.

Astrid remembered her mother mentioned speaking to the neighbors, and bolted down the stairs. “There’s probably food here.” Squealing like an excited kid, she ran around the left of the staircase and down a narrow hall that did resemble the one from her dream.

The kitchen was similar to the penthouse kitchen in size, but dark brown wood covered every surface. Her parents clearly liked the rustic look when they’d lived here. She wasn’t certain which of the fifteen cabinets might hold food, so she started at the fridge.

Tugging open the door, Astrid let out a sigh. “Milk, eggs…” she tugged open the drawer, “hot dogs, cheese…thanks, mom.” Grabbing the eggs and milk, Astrid closed the door and something caught her eye outside thanks to the window.

Just like before, Astrid stared at a milky white creature. It wasn’t a buck.

 “What in the heck?” Setting the food down, she rubbed her eyes vigorously. “There’s a unicorn outside my house,” Astrid whispered as if she didn’t want the imaginary people in the cottage to hear her. “There can’t be a unicorn outside my window.”

Astrid kept staring, afraid that if she blinked, the creature would be gone.

“A creature that wasn’t supposed to exist.” Astrid assumed it couldn’t be a unicorn, but that some strange anomaly caused a tumor on a horse’s head because it was too large for a deer.

I exist. A thickly accented statement echoed in her mind.

“I’m going insane. I’m hearing it talk!” Astrid chuckled. She was too young to drink back home and hadn’t indulged at the airport when she landed. This was nothing more than sleep deprivation. 

The creature looked up, silvery-blue eyes staring directly at her.

And I have excellent hearing.

Shrieking, Astrid jumped away from the counter, but still didn’t look away from the apparent unicorn. 

I promise, unicorns are noble creatures. Come outside.

Astrid realized her entire life was coming unhinged. You made a huge mistake coming here. Being alone has clearly flipped you out.

I can hear thoughts as well. Astrid swore whatever spoke laughed.

“So, you can hear me no matter what?” She didn’t dare walk any closer to the window or the front door.

Indeed. I mean you no harm. You came seeking information about your family. About your father, did you not?

Panic bubbled like boiling water and burned Astrid from the inside out. Her field of vision blurred, and she sank to her knees. Something sat on her chest, constricting her breathing. Astrid tried to move, tried to change her position, but she couldn’t. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and all she could do was claw at her throat.

“It’s okay,” said the same voice from before, but it wasn’t in her head this time. Warm arms wrapped around her. “You’re all right, lass.”

Astrid was tugged against something warm. Breathing became easier as lightness settled in where the pain had been a moment before.

“I shouldn’t have done that.” A man brushed his hand over her hair, soothing her. 

It was as if he flipped a switch. Astrid suddenly wasn’t panicked. She was…safe.

“That should help,” the man continued to speak softly until Astrid pulled away.

“How did you get in here?” Astrid wiped the tears from her eyes and froze.

The man holding her was absolutely beautiful. A glow almost seemed to bathe him in light. The same silvery-blue eyes she swore she saw outside looked at her with concern. His face was too symmetrical, too perfect to look at. 

He snorted. “That is a fair question. Can you promise me that instead of panicking, you’ll look at this calmly?”

Though a deep, almost sedated calm washed through her, Astrid wasn’t sure she could. For this handsome man, she’d figure it out. “I’ll try.”

“Good,” he released her and stood, offering her his hand.

“I’m okay down here,” Astrid scooted to put her back against the wall.

“Have it your way. My name is Ronin. To answer your question, I got in because I have magic. I’m also the unicorn you saw outside your window. I’d not meant to let you see me so soon, but I wasn’t prepared for you to keep staring out windows.”

The room tipped and Astrid’s stomach swirled. “I’m insane.” She shook her head. “No, you’re insane.”

The man - Ronin - sighed and ran a hand through his stark white hair. “I should have been more prepared for this. Do not scream.”

Astrid screamed.

A unicorn stood in her kitchen, a glittering silver horn angled toward her.

“This isn’t real.” still, the girl in love with fantasy reached out and twitched when coldness met her hand as she touched the horn.

That is rather rude.

“Shit!” Astrid tugged her hand away. “How is this real?” She stood, ignoring the pounding of drums in her ears. “How is this possible?” Astrid walked near the unicorn, not touching it, but close enough that she could sense warmth coming from it.

Humans live with those called The Fae all their lives. Some areas - like Ireland - have a stronger connection to the Fae Realm. Some families, stronger still.

Astrid stopped pacing and swallowed. “What does that mean?”

Some things are best left to the eyes. Climb on my back.

“What?” she spat.

If you must, tell yourself this is nothing more than a dream.

Astrid knew this wasn’t a dream. Even if she’d been confused on the plane yesterday, she wasn’t right now.

No, Astrid would not climb onto the back of a unicorn who somehow was also a handsome man. But you want to know what’s going on, don’t you? She chided herself.

My offer won’t last forever. A lick of impatience lingered.

“Okay.” Astrid had never climbed on a horse before and walked to the counter. “I don’t know how you expect me to get up. Can you come here?” She didn’t wait to see if he did as she asked. Astrid pressed her hands against the wooden counter, and she lifted herself up, dropping her knees on the counter and pulling the rest of her body up.

Spinning on her butt, Astrid smiled when she saw he’d moved. “Okay, Astrid. You’ve read the books. When the sexy shifters or old wizards appear, you’re going to be okay. You might think you’re going to die, but you’re going to be okay.”

She swore he snorted in her mind, but chose to ignore him.

Blowing out a breath, Astrid let her leg slide off the counter and around the impossible unicorn’s torso.


Chapter Three

Queasiness continued to roll through Astrid as the creature took steps out of the kitchen and into the hallway.

Please calm yourself. Your heartbeat is distracting and rather uncomfortable.

“Are you an empath?”

Yes. All Fae are.

Astrid blew out a breath.

The front door stood open, and the world rushed upside down for a moment. He really had gotten into her house through the front door as if he had a key.

Hold on to my mane.

“What?” Astrid shook her head to focus.

Hold on or you’ll fall off.

“Oh,” Astrid set her hands into the soft fur on his mane, but wasn’t certain how to hold on. Would it hurt him?

Ronin jumped forward, out the door, and Astrid’s fingers instinctively gripped what they rested in. Though Astrid wanted to watch to see how crazy she’d become, her eyes quickly shut as fear coursed through her.

Freezing air far too cold for summer brushed against her cheeks and then warmth caressed her skin.

Open your eyes.

She listened, as if commanded, and gasped.

“Oh my god, it’s … paradise.”

Ronin, the unicorn Ronin, stood in a jungle paradise. Tall, leafy, green plants surrounded them. Birds - no, something she couldn’t tell - flitted in the air. No bigger than a hummingbird, one of the creatures flew nearer, and Astrid couldn’t believe her eyes - again. 

Leave her alone. Ronin’s voice snapped. Do not touch the fairies, they’re assholes.

She snickered, but didn’t pull her hand back.

Ronin went on his hind legs, bucking her off and tossing Astrid on the ground on her ass. Covered stone sent pain through her butt and into her shoulders. Astrid glanced down and saw a circular stone pattern covered with overgrowth under her.

“I said don’t fucking touch them.” Ronin snapped, human once more. He swatted the air around the fairies, and they dispersed. “One touch and they can control your mind.”

“Oh,” Astrid pushed off the strange design and prayed she didn’t activate something. “Where are we?”

“In the Realm of the Fae.” An almost familiar voice called from behind Astrid.

She froze.

It wasn’t almost familiar.

It was familiar.

“Dad?” she whispered, turning to face the person.

Her father stood before her. 

Or a person you believe to be him. His sparkling brown eyes seemed lit up with a smile, the corners lifting as he blinked. Red hair streaked with silver, not gray, seemed to shine in the moonlight. He seemed a bit shorter than she remembered, but she had been a kid the last time she saw him. 

Astrid threw herself at her dad, her arms wrapping around his neck as tears began to fall.

“Is it really you?” Salt danced over her lips from her tears.

He nodded. “You are truly with me where I went when I left you.”

She screamed, unlinking her arms from her father.

“I’m dead.” She turned to Ronin and tried to punch him, but he caught her wrist.

“You are not dead. You are in the Realm of the Fae.” She wanted to smack the smirk off his face.

“He is correct, As.” Her father tapped her on the shoulder. “There is much to explain, but if you’ve made it this far, I assume your heart and mind are open.”

“I don’t know what they are.” She wasn’t quite uncomfortable, but she didn’t feel safe between the two men, either.

“May I explain before you decide?”

He sounded like her father. He looked exactly like her father. How could he be her father?

Astrid nodded.

A black glow flared and when it cleared, a unicorn with a coat as dark as night and her father’s eyes stood before her.

Like Ronin, I am a unicorn. He chuckled. I am King of the Unicorns, ruler of the Realm of the Fae.

“Shit,” Astrid breathed out, resisting the urge to run her fingers through her father’s red mane to see if it was as soft as Ronin’s. “Am I a unicorn?”

Both men laughed - one in her head, one out loud.

No, you are a child of magic, and you will develop some abilities when you turn twenty, but for the moment, you are merely a human with an extraordinary father.

Astrid closed her eyes as lightheadedness hit.

Ronin caught her, assisting her to the ground. “Breathe. I can only do so much healing after expending an incredible amount of magic in under an hour.” He was beside her, her father back to his human self in front of her.

Astrid sucked in a deep breath and blew it slowly out. Then she did it again. Only when it no longer felt as if she would vomit did she speak.

“I think,” she swallowed. “I think I’m all right. Shouldn’t this be every little girl’s dream?”

Her father smiled. “I should think so. I’ve missed you, As.”

“I’ve missed you, Daddy.” She went to lean against him and stopped. “Why did you leave if you weren’t dead?”

“My time in the human world was up.”

“Up?”

“Unicorns may not hold a human shape forever.” Ronin spoke in her ear.

“I wanted to understand the world of humans. So, I made a bargain with a fairy. In exchange for fairy rule over the realm for twenty years, I would be able to hold human form continuously.” He snickered. “I hadn’t been prepared to meet your mother. It was never part of the plan to fall in love, but she made it impossible not to.”

Astrid actually smiled. Her mother drove her nuts, but she was pretty amazing when she wasn’t worried.

“Wait, does mom know?”

He nodded. “She does. I told her everything, much in the same way I’m telling you, when we found out you were coming. I told her to leave Ireland once my time was up. Your existence would have placed a target on your back. Taking you to one of the busiest cities in the world was the only way to mask your blood.”

“So, Mom lied to me?” Betrayal burned in her veins, but it explained why her mother left Ireland. “Why didn’t she stop me from coming now, though?”

“She tried,” Patrick Murphy grinned. “I gave her a single use way to contact me. We agreed it would be used when the time to tell you your history was near. She knew you’d be in danger and insisted I stay away from you, but make sure you were protected. I cannot leave this realm for long or chaos breaks out. But Ronin can.”

She turned to look at the man who changed her world. 

“Welcome to babysitting duty.” He snorted but gave her a small smile. 

“Let me get this straight. Both you and mom knew I’d need to know you were alive. Why wouldn’t you just tell me the truth?”

“A ten-year-old wouldn’t understand why she couldn’t see her father. Even now, your presence causes unrest in the realm. But I am a selfish king. I wanted you here with me.”

“And what about what I want?” She wasn’t angry, but she wasn’t thrilled she’d been left out of everything.

“You can have what you want now. You can’t stay with me here, not until your powers come into play, but you can visit.”

“What he means to say is you can visit if you want to risk your life.” Ronin wasn’t hostile, but Astrid glanced at him and saw him glaring at her father.

“Ronin is my top warrior, but he seems to have forgotten both himself, and that it is his job to protect you now.”

A shiver rushed through her. A handsome, protective man was going to be with her all the time?

“How old are you?” she spoke to Ronin.

“Two hundred and thirty-five.”

Astrid’s face curled.

“So, you only look …. Early twenties?”

He laughed. “I am approximately that age based on how unicorns age. I promise, you will not be in any harm from me. I meant what I said before.”

Astrid blew out a breath. “I want to go home. Now.” She looked between the two men. “Who’s going to tell me how to do that?”

“You can’t do it alone,” her father frowned, “but if you want to leave, Ronin will take you.”

“I want to leave.” she hadn’t meant to upset her father, but her world was upside down. He was alive. She was not human - not entirely. Her life was in danger.

Ronin stepped away from her, and like in her kitchen, a flash of white appeared, and a unicorn stood where a man once had.
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Ronin lowered his head to the ground, hating the submissive position but knowing she needed help.

Unicorns weren’t meant to be ridden. Astrid sitting on his back was very belittling. Yet, a part of him enjoyed it.

The part of you that wants to touch her. His thoughts were his own as a unicorn could direct their speech.

He wouldn’t admit it aloud, but the human was beautiful. As beautiful as any fae he’d seen in his life. Ronin didn’t believe he could be attracted to any but a unicorn, but in a short time he’d learned otherwise.

Astrid was royalty. She held her father’s genes and possessed a glow she likely didn’t know about. Her green eyes swirled with flecks of gold that he’d found himself lost in when she looked at him in her kitchen. Even the obviously fake teal of her hair suited her. She was as beautiful a human as Ronin ever laid eyes on, and he knew it was the fae blood within her.

She shifted on his back, her fingers immediately entangling in his mane.

Are you set? He didn’t need to ask, but he could sense how fragile she was in this state.

“I want to go home.”

Ronin had a sneaking suspicion she meant back to the states, but even a unicorn couldn’t do that. If they traveled between realms, they appeared in the same geographic coordinates where they left. If she wanted to return to her mother, she had to do so on her own.

Ronin ran, his hooves digging into the dirt of the earth both in his realm, and a moment later, in hers. He’d built too much momentum to simply stop, and he slowed as quickly as he could.

You’re back.

“Thank you,” she swung her leg over him and jumped off, tumbling on the ground.

Ronin thought of his human form and changed, rushing to her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She stood. “I don’t know if I trust that I’m in danger. Maybe it’s just some trick to keep me close?”

“To what ends?” Ronin wouldn’t let her bait him, but he didn’t appreciate her accusation.

“I don’t know!” Her arms flung into the air. “To what ends as you say is this of importance? You both tell me I’m in danger, but I’m supposed to believe a single man can help?”

“Unicorn. A single unicorn.” he took a step away from her. “Never forget that I am not a man.”

“Oh, fantastic!” She snarled. “So, your form is something you picked? Why because you thought humans would find it attractive?”

He blinked twice. “You find me attractive?” He hadn’t picked the way he looked as a human. He couldn’t. 

Astrid made some incomprehensible sound and stalked off toward the house. 

Ronin jogged to stop her, grabbing her by the wrist and spinning her to face him. He hadn’t anticipated her loss of footing, or her falling against him, knocking them both to the ground.

Attraction stirred deep in his gut as he stared into her eyes. The magic in her veins was stronger than he’d anticipated. She made no attempt to move and Ronin’s hands clenched. He couldn’t throw her off or risk hurting her, but if she didn’t move, he was going to do something foolish.

“Astrid, get off of me, please.” He grunted, ignoring the way she wriggled to get off of him as he spoke.

She flushed as she stood up.

Ronin got off the ground. “I didn’t choose this form for anything. This is simply how I would look if I were human.”

“Oh,” she chewed her lower lip and glanced away. “I’m sorry.”

“Look, I know you’re tired. And starving. I’ll stay outside tonight. You go get some sleep and we can try this again in the morning. If there were any creature in your home, I’d sense them, and I sense nothing but emptiness.”

“Handy trick, but what do you mean by tonight? Are you making plans to sleep elsewhere tomorrow?” 

“What, you can’t expect me to sleep on the ground now that you know I’m here.”

“Unicorns like beds? Like dogs?” She laughed, her eyes closing and her body jiggling about as she did.

“Not like dogs.” he snorted though he knew it was exactly like dogs.

“I’m not allowing any man to sleep in the house with me. If I’m in danger and you need to protect me, better to be outside and stop them from coming in, don’t you think?”

Ronin went to speak and snapped his jaw shut. She was correct.

“Just get some sleep,” he grumbled.

“Fine, but if something kills me in my sleep, I’m coming to haunt you for it.” Laughter still trickled out, or perhaps, she laughed again at her threat.

“If something kills you in your sleep, it’s because I’m already dead.”

She stopped laughing. “Are there things that can haunt you?”

“Of course.” Ronin nodded. “Get some sleep. There’s much to talk about and a year to do so from what your father told me.”

She merely nodded, her eyes didn’t seem to be looking at him anymore, but rather, flickering everywhere.

“I promise,” Ronin took her hand in his. “You’re safe. A unicorn is not the strongest, but our magic and our skills give me far more power than most. No harm will fall to you while you are in Ireland.”

“What about when I return home?”

He shrugged. “When you return home, you will be your mother’s problem. We can reach other lands, but it is difficult and unlikely to be a problem.”

“Unlikely, but not impossible.”

“Astrid, go to bed.” He tried to force the commanding tone he used with his troops into his voice.

She crossed her arms over her chest, and he expected her to say no. She didn’t. Astrid turned on her heel and marched toward the front door, slamming it shut behind her.

Ronin waited until he heard the click of the lock engaging before turning his back on the house. He wasn’t certain how much he could tolerate the spunky half-fae, but he did know that with the intensity of his attraction to a species he didn’t care for, she had more fae than human in her.

“And that’s going to make this one hell of a year.”

 


Chapter Four

Ronin blew out a breath as he stood next to the front door looking like a fool. He’d raised his hand to knock and lowered it four times without actually knocking. He didn’t wish to wake her, but he wasn’t comfortable sitting in the human realm in his unicorn form much longer.

Because you’re so much more comfortable as a human? Ronin snorted. Knowing she found his human form attractive had made the idea of being human more appealing, which just infuriated him more.

The unicorn blood in her veins clearly addled his brain, making him think he felt desire for a human female.

Half blood. Ronin silently corrected himself.

Ronin hardly knew Astrid, but he found himself wanting to be around her, wanting to protect her. He’d felt such emotions upon falling in love with other unicorns, but never after merely meeting an individual. 

And it doesn’t matter. Your feelings are delusional. Protect her until she decides to leave Ireland and then you’re free from her.

The door swung inward. “You could’ve knocked.” Astrid smirked and stepped aside to allow him to enter.

“How did you know I was out there?”

“Windows…” Astrid grinned and pointed to the windows just outside the door. “I’ve been up a while, but you were too cute to stop until I realized you were likely never going to knock.”

Snorting, Ronin just rolled his eyes. 

Ronin tried to ignore the way so much of her lengthy, toned legs showed under her short clothing. The dress appeared to barely cover her thighs and held a lion head on it with the letters AHS underneath. He knew women favored risqué clothing, but he’d never seen anything like this made without the intention of dressing nicely.

“Why are you staring at me?” Astrid closed the door behind him.

“Apologies, I’m confused by your dress.”

“My dress?” her brows knitted together.

“Yes, is that not a dress you’re wearing? An oddly-shaped one made from strange material.”

She laughed. “Oh, no this is a school shirt. My exes actually. Probably should have returned it.” Astrid shrugged. “Too late now.” She began to walk toward the area with a sofa and television set. Things Ronin knew because they existed in his realm as well. “Coffee?”

He shook his head abruptly. “No, unicorns drink only water.”

“I can promise you, my father lived his life on coffee. If he didn’t get it, he was probably the scariest person I knew.” her lips lifted into a quirky smile. “Perhaps human you is different?”

Ronin’s lips tugged downward. He’d never thought to wonder if there could or would be differences between his human form and his unicorn form.

“Sure, I’ll try it.”

She smiled as if the news pleased her, and Ronin realized she was in better spirits than in the middle of the night.

“I take it you’ve calmed down?”

Her eyes narrowed, and the smile slipped off her lips. “That is not what you say to a woman.”

Ronin scoffed. “You are little more than a child.”

“So, you will speak to me as if I’m beneath you?” She took a step closer, closing the gap and forcing his knees to bump against the sofa behind him. “Am I not royalty? Does that not make me able to order you around?” The smile that slid onto her face was downright devilish. If she took a step closer, she’d trip over his feet and land in his lap.

“Damn it,” Ronin hissed. “You’re smarter than I would have guessed.”

“Rude again, unicorn boy.” Astrid shook her head and pulled away. “I’m going to assume you don’t engage with too many humans so here’s the deal. We try to be polite. Shall we start over?”

Ronin ran a hand through his hair. “Humans are fragile. I apologize. I know you’ll be here a year, and there’s no need for us to fight the entire time.” Ronin extended his hand. “Truce?”

Astrid nodded. “Truce,” static electricity zapped between them as she placed her hand in his. “Sorry, carpet.”

Ronin wasn’t certain that was what caused the jolt, but he wouldn’t tell her otherwise. When a unicorn was touched by human magic - electricity - it was because something in the unicorn’s magic was haywire.

“Back to my question, are you better?”

She blew out a breath and walked down the hall, leaving him alone with an unanswered question.

“I thought I phrased that more appropriately?” Ronin called after her but didn’t see a reason to follow her. If she was angry, she’d find him when she was calm.

A moment later she reappeared with a large red mug and passed it to him before sitting next to him. “I don’t know what I am. I know this is real. I just don’t understand any of it. I tried to call my mom when I came in early this morning, but she didn’t respond.”

“You need her to confirm what your eyes have already seen?”

Astrid nodded, the teal hair cascading around her face like a waterfall. She certainly seemed of his world with every movement. She held the grace and beauty of a unicorn, but he couldn’t sense any magic within her. No ability to shift or heal or control another’s emotions.

“I do. You might think it’s foolish, but if this realm is real, I want proof that man is my father, and this isn’t some kidnapping scheme.”

Ronin smirked at that. “If it were, I would not have returned you, but I understand. It’s nearly dark, have you adjusted to the time?”

She shook her head. “Nope, probably going to need some melatonin to enter dreamland tonight and get on schedule.”

“Are you tired now?”

Astrid shook her head again. “Confused, a little stressed, and a touch of ‘I want my mommy,’ but otherwise okay.”

“Would you come back with me? To the Realm of the Fae?”

She fumbled to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Isn’t it dangerous for me to be there?”

“To an extent, yes. But you have the full protection of the unicorn race. The other Fae are less likely to wreak havoc in our realm than come and take you down in yours.”

“Splendid.” Astrid groaned, dropping her head in her hands.

Seeing her in distress upset Ronin. Without questioning the idea, he set down the mug on the floor and wrapped his arm around Astrid, tugging her closer to him. She melted into his body as if she belonged there. Ronin focused on a sea-green calming light and saw it wash out of his hand as he rubbed it over her back.

Ronin ignored the spike of terror clawing at his throat a moment later. It would pass. It was not his own.

“Did you,” Astrid sniffled, “Did you do that?”

Ronin nodded. “Unicorns can affect emotion. We take it into us, but we help the creature in trouble.”

“All my fear just now…”

He nodded. “It’s already passed for me. Do not worry yourself with it.”

“Thank you,” she looked into his eyes and for the first time, Ronin saw the silvery swirl of magic in the dark depths.

“Your father wants you beside him, but you are too young yet for that. Your human body cannot withstand the pressures in the Realm of the Fae until you are old enough for your magic to manifest. However, I know he wants you there and if I can convince you that the realm is quite a spectacular place, then you will have more time with your father.”

“That’s very thoughtful.” Astrid sighed and pushed out of his embrace. “Is there a way to get there that doesn’t involve me riding on your back?”

“No, I can only cross realms in my unicorn form with every part of your being touching mine being the only way you can cross. There is a speed required I cannot attain as a human.”

“Oh,” she sounded distressed.

“If it makes you feel any better, it’s not exactly dignified for a unicorn to be ridden.”

She flushed a bright pink. “I was actually simply concerned with the fact that you can be a man and it’s not really …. Appropriate.”

A bark of laughter caught Ronin off guard. “I assure you, there is little stimulation in your presence on top of me.”

“Oh.” distressed again.

Shit. “That’s not to say you aren’t someone of great beauty, it’s just not a thing.” Jesus Ronin, stumble much? Why do you care if she has any effect on you or you on her? “Unicorns cannot lie. I find you very beautiful, and I can sense your unicorn blood, which does draw me to you. However, it is not like that when a unicorn carries a human. Or even a unicorn in human form. It is simply as if I carried you in my arms.”

“You find me beautiful?” She seemed stunned.

“Our attraction to the way one another looks is nothing. I merely wanted to apologize if I upset you when I said what I said.” His heart thumped in his chest. Ronin made the situation worse with every passing word.

“Tell me something, Ronin. Do unicorns … do they attract people?”

He nodded. “Yes. Humans can sense unicorn magic, they just don’t know it. I’m not sure what your mother looks like, but your beauty comes in part from your unicorn blood.”

“Well, that explains a lot.”

“What does?” Ronin had missed something or she spoke in her mind, and he couldn’t hear her thoughts as a human.

“Everywhere I went when I hit puberty - especially in high school - guys were all over me. I know I’m attractive, but it never really made sense. Does this mean my mother didn’t love my father?”

“No. While unicorns can attract desire, they cannot create love. What your mother and father shared was real, it just was not meant to last.”

“Okay, I think I’ve probably gotten way too much information in my brain for one sitting. If you swear it’s not inconvenient, I would like to go back. Not to see my father, but to try to believe more of this is real.”

“Outside we go then.”

She gave him a small smile. “Let me run up and grab a jacket. I’ll meet you outside.”

Ronin wasn’t certain a jacket was necessary, but he had a suspicion she would grab her phone to take photos. Technology didn’t work between realms, so while she would secure photos while with him, they would not appear when in this realm.

Glancing at the coffee mug, Ronin decided some things were best left skipped. For now, at least.

“I’m heading outside.” He called, not knowing if sound traveled well in the house.

The sun had already begun to set. Ronin had wasted a lot of time worrying about waking her. Night and day were the same in both realms, and night was more dangerous in both as well.

Closing his eyes, Ronin focused on his true form and found his hooves beneath him in the grass a moment later.

Strange, I don’t feel differently when I shift forms. A few days ago, Ronin had felt very different in his unicorn form compared to his human form. Now, it felt second nature to walk on two legs and speak with a mouth.

“Ronin,” the click of the door drew his head around. “I’m all set, but um, I still don’t know the proper way to … mount you.”

He snorted even though he knew she did not mean anything by the phrase.

That is unfortunately something you must reckon with yourself. I can assist only so much. Ronin bent, lowering his legs in the grass and his torso. I can withstand some tugging. Use my mane to assist you.

“Ummm, okay.” Astrid’s fingers sunk into his mane a second later. “Are you certain?”

Very. 

One leg swung over his body and then the pressure came. Astrid tugged against his mane, using the motion as leverage to lift herself.

“Sorry,” she shifted on his back. “I’m done.”

Hold tight again.

Ronin rose and took off at a gallop, focusing on only home as he ran until the dense trees gave way to plants and the familiar stone floor clearing of his realm.

“That is incredible.” 

Ronin felt her leg swing over his right side before her weight vanished entirely. With a quick close of his eyes, Ronin was once more a human man.

“How do you do that with clothes?”

“Excuse me?”

“In the movies - and books - shifters lose their clothes.”

Ronin shrugged. “I don’t believe shifting is the correct term for what I do. Our forms are merely an illusion. We can move between one and the other with a thought.”

“So, you might be a skeleton only?” She let the word so drag out for quite a while.

“Not that I’m aware of.” Ronin scratched his head. “I don’t think there’s an easy way to explain how we do what we do. It’s just, well, magic.”

Astrid smiled and Ronin’s heart skipped for a moment. Surrounded by the plants of his home, he could see the unicorn running in her pupils, almost as if her form were trapped in her human body.

Ronin shook his head and blinked, and when he glanced at her again, he was met with only a stunning dark green in her eyes.

“Ronin?” A squeaky voice called from outside the clearing. “Is that really you?” A small leprechaun, no taller than two meters, toddled out from behind a palm bush. “You’re human!” Wide eyes beamed with amusement. “And who is this lovely lass? I’ve not seen this unicorn here before.”

They can sense her magic even when they aren’t trying.

“This is a new friend.” He glared at Astrid, hoping the look would serve as a warning her to keep her mouth shut.

“Astrid, this is Harley. Harley is one of three leprechauns I would trust.”

“It’s very nice to meet you.” She stuck out her hand and Harley stared at it.

“What does she want me to do with that?”

“Oh,” Astrid tugged her hand back. “Do we not shake hands?”

“Unicorns don’t make it a habit of touching non unicorns.” Harley put a hand over the side of his mouth and whispered. “She hit her head?”

“Not quite.” 

Leprechauns were full of mischief, and while he liked Harley, if the little imp had a way to grow his magic by taking a unicorn’s blood, Ronin had a feeling Harley would.

“How can he tell what we are? Who you are if you’ve never been human before?”

“Truly, you bonked your head, didn’t you?” Harley seemed concerned but didn’t appear to sense Astrid’s humanity.

“A leprechaun can see a creature’s true form regardless of what form they take.”

“So, I look like a unicorn?” Astrid’s eyes grew round.

“No, not really. You look more like a horse, but I assume that has to do with whatever is wrong with your noggin.” Harley crossed his arms over his chest. “You need a wish to help her?” He wiggled his red brows. “This one’s free.”

“They really do grant wishes?” Astrid squealed.

Ronin wanted to usher her away, but this encounter told him he needed to train her on much if she were to blend in and learn the realm.

“Ouch, Ronin, you’d best get her to the king for some help before a fairy senses how damaged she is.”

“I know.”

“Well, I’ll be off. If you need that wish…” Harley let the sentence hang in the air before turning back to where he came from and vanishing behind the bush.

“What else lives here?” Astrid hissed. “I’m going to get myself killed.”

Ronin nodded. “I can see that now. We’ll need a little more of a lesson then, won’t we?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Walk with me away from the ears of the clearing and we’ll talk.”

Astrid moved quickly, overtaking his pace, and turned to look at him after they were a few meters from the center of the clearing.

“How could he not tell what I am?”

“It’s likely your unicorn blood is only partially showing through. It’s unfortunate he can sense you at all, but good to know.”

“What else will try to murder me?”

“That’s a touch of the dramatic.”

“Um, no it’s not.”

“The Realm of the Fae includes all creatures. From dragons to sprites, everything is here, and everything has a gift.”

“Dragons?” She repeated, her eyes bulging.

“Yes, but they are of no harm. They are concerned with little more than guarding the treasures they have amassed. Sprites will want you for the magic you can give them. You see, a sprite is just an under magicked fairy. With your blood, they can power up and change forms.”

Astrid stopped walking and put her hand on her head. “This is insane. I’m insane.” She closed her eyes.

“We can’t go back the way we came, Astrid. You’ve accepted we’re real.”

She snorted and opened her eyes. “What else?”

“Banshees. Banshees need unicorn blood to take human form and live in the human world once more.”

“A banshee can live again?”

“I suppose that’s progress since you didn’t comment that they were real.”

“I think I need to sit down.” She wasted no time in dropping onto the jungle floor. “What is the scariest thing here?”

“The fairies. They can control you, and through you, the realm if something happens to your father.”

She nodded. “Is it too late to go back home?”

He snorted and Ronin realized the sound was more horse like than human. “If you’re not ready, then no.”

“Why did you snort? Am I not allowed too not be ready? This is all crazy if you’ve grown up being told this is story fodder.”

“No, it’s not.” I just want to stay home for a bit longer. “Come on then.”

“Wait!” she put her hand on him and Ronin was surprised it seemed to block his change. “Can we just relax in one spot and let me take it all in?”

He nodded, perplexed she’d had any control over him. “We can do that, anything for a princess.” Ronin winked, playing off her earlier words.

“Right, anything for a princess.”


Chapter Five

“Mother, it’s not that bad.” Astrid sighed dramatically and put her head on the kitchen table.

“You called me three weeks ago asking if unicorns were real and now you deny ever asking it anytime I bring it up. Did you hit your head?”

Astrid’s mother had called back after Astrid returned with Ronin after her first full day in Ireland. But, after spending time in the realm and with Ronin, Astrid knew the truth, and she had a feeling her mother would drag her back home if she knew Astrid knew.

“No, I just realized it was crazy jet lag and me hoping all the fae folk were real. Honestly, I’m fine. I’ve made some wonderful friends.” Astrid hated lying to her mother, but she’d met no one except the neighbors and Ronin in the month she’d been here.

“Well, that’s good I suppose. We miss you.”

“I miss you too, Mom. I’m really enjoying it here. I promise I’m fine and I’m not lying.”

“All right then. Go out and do the things all Irish young people do when they can drink in public.”

Astrid laughed. Sometimes, her mother was as uptight as they came, and others, she was Astrid’s best friend. Which is why lying to her sucks so much.

“Have you considered a job while you’re there?”

“I have. I haven’t really started looking, but I don’t plan on using all my savings from working at the mall.”

“Good. Your head is still on your shoulders. No sexy Irish man with a brooding accent and sparkling eyes has charmed you yet?”

Astrid immediately thought of Ronin. He was handsome, and sexy when she thought about it, but he was certainly not interested in her.

And you’re not interested in a unicorn! Astrid chided herself and hoped Ronin wasn’t close enough to hear.

“No late night visitors?”

“Mom!”

“Okay, okay, go enjoy. Love you, Sweetie.”

“Love you too, Mom.” Astrid ended the call and set the phone down on the table. 

In almost four weeks she’d not experienced one attack on her life, in her father’s realm or hers. Yet, thanks to Ronin and Harley, and a dragon named Bridget, she knew the magic was in her. 

“Are you really complaining that you’re not attractive enough to have beings murder you?”

“You’ll get there,” Ronin called as he entered the kitchen. “Sometime within this year you’ll come into the magic swirling within you and then my job will really begin.”

“So, what, you’re here with me out of pity?”

He snickered. “I’m here with you because for some reason you intrigue me and if I let you cook, you’ll die of starvation and your father will imprison me for it.”

Astrid grinned. “Speaking of my dad, when can I see where he rules from?”

In the last month, Ronin had shown her a good portion of the Realm of the Fae, but consistently avoided taking her to her father. Which seemed counterproductive to the request that he get to spend time with her.

“It’s a day’s journey, perhaps more. Are you up to it?”

She bit her lower lip. Astrid wasn’t athletic, but she wasn’t out of shape either. “Can we bring something to sleep on?”

“Only if you carry it.”

Astrid groaned knowing that wasn’t happening.

“Can you, I don’t know, call for my father?”

“It’s a long journey and I won’t leave you alone.”

Ronin was nothing if not persistent in his need to protect her even though none of the Fae she’d met had guessed she was a halfling or a princess. “Then, I suppose we’re traveling to my father. Pony up, unicorn boy.” Astrid grinned. He wasn’t fond of the nickname, but she meant it lovingly and only used it occasionally so as not to actually offend him.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“We can stop here for the night.” Ronin gestured to a house just before them.

“There are houses here?” Astrid cocked her head to the side. She didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth because she was tired as hell, but she was shocked.

“Not many where we were, but they will be prominent where we head. Many unicorns choose human form, other shifters as well.”

“But not you.” It wasn’t a question.

“Not me. Though I’ve become used to walking on two legs, my life has been spent as I was born, a unicorn.”

“Are you angry you’re human now?” She wasn’t certain what she wanted the answer to be.

“At first. Now that I see how inquisitive you are, but fearful, I think your father picked the right unicorn. My men do not understand timidity and fear.”

Astrid had never thought of herself as fearful before. Did she run into danger? No, but she didn’t run and hide, either.

“I’m going in,” Astrid held her head high and pushed on the door. It didn’t open, so she twisted the knob but still nothing.

“It’s not like it’ll just be left unlocked.” Ronin snickered as he pricked his finger on a thorny plant potted next to the door and put his hand over the knob. “It’s a blood seal.” The door popped open.

“Oh,” was all she could manage.

“All right, there won’t be food, so best to cook whatever you put in your backpack.”

“Ummm, granola bars?”

Ronin sighed. “It’s going to be a long trip.”

“I resent that!”

“You were meant to.”

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“Oh my god, is this real?” Astrid stared at the gleaming castle that appeared to be made of silver with spiked spires that stretched to the sky.

“It is, like everything else in this realm.” Ronin seemed displeased with her asking.

He stepped past her and stopped at a palace guard, a chestnut unicorn with a golden horn.

Astrid couldn’t hear what they said, but the unicorn touched its horn to the wall, and a shimmering barrier that she hadn’t noticed until it moved, vanished.

“We can go in,” Ronin didn’t bother to walk back to Astrid.

“My dad really is a king,” Astrid spoke to no one at all.

Hesitantly, Astrid walked toward the arched entrance. 

“My daughter is here,” her father shouted from above.

Astrid looked up, covering her eyes with her hand, and smiled. Her father hung out a diamond-shaped window, a grin on his lips.

She wanted to see him in his human form, but she also wanted to get to know him as a unicorn. 

“I will be right down.”

Astrid wasn’t certain if the statement was meant to stop her from entering further, so she waited.

“My As,” her father appeared far quicker than should have been possible, his arms outstretched. “You’ve decided this realm is not so awful?”

She swallowed. “I’ve decided that I need to get to know the man who claims he is my father.”

“For now, none have sensed that she is human. The unicorn blood swirls in her veins with enough strength to confuse them. Or, if any have guessed her dual nature, they are not concerned as we’ve kept her identity secret.” Ronin came from inside the palace, a dagger in his hands. “Still, with her here, I worry others might realize she is more than she seems.”

“You’ve done a fine job.” her father’s smile stretched his entire face. “I think you probably have questions.”

Astrid sighed, her shoulders slumped, and she was overcome with relief. “So many questions. Ronin is wonderful, but he doesn’t know who we were before you … before you left.”

Her father nodded, the gold crown slipping on his head as he did.

“There will be time for all of that. I have but a short time remaining on my human form before my magic is depleted. Come, let’s eat.”

Astrid glanced at Ronin. Why did it seem as though her father chose to be human more than a unicorn if it caused him to be weak? Or did Ronin push his magic to exhaustion to keep her company?


Chapter Six

“As, it’s been almost a week. Have you seriously not run out of questions?” her father’s lips quirked upward.

“Not in the least. You abandoned me for eight years and on top of it you’re a freaking unicorn and I’m not allowed to have hundreds of questions?” She narrowed her gaze at him. Every time she began to question him, he found a reason to change the subject.

“You are correct.” He gave a small chuckle. “I had forgotten how inquisitive you were as a child.”

“I was?” She couldn’t remember ever hearing her mom or grandmother saying that.

“So much. Once, you caught me in my unicorn form and you insisted that your mother and I buy you a horse. When we said no, every single day there was a different question as to why a unicorn could exist.”

Astrid grinned. “I actually remember that.” She smirked. “How did I forget that until now?”

He glanced down.

“Dad?”

“Most memories of me would have blurred the moment I left the realm.”

Astrid had never wanted to admit that she barely remembered him if she wasn’t looking at a photo. Now she knew why.

“Will the memories come back?”

He shook his head. “No, some magic cannot be undone. It’s why we spent so much time making family videos and taking photos.”

She nodded. So far, she’d learned so much about her father and her mother’s romance, but not a lot about him as his own person. Unicorn. His own unicorn. 

“Your time here is growing limited. Much longer and you’ll find yourself unable to leave.” Sadness tinged the words.

Astrid understood enough about the Realm of the Fae to know it wasn’t her home and it was unlikely to ever be somewhere she’d stay forever. She wouldn’t gain her father by losing her mother. That wasn’t the point of returning to Ireland.

“I understand. Do you think I’ll be able to come back once I leave?”

“It’s very unknown. The longer you are here, the longer the magic in you will wake. That will draw countless undue attention and sooner or later, your life will be in danger until I figure out how to suppress the human side of you.”

Astrid flinched. In the last week he’d made no mention of changing who she was. Is it a change? Are you not already both?

“Am I going to change?”

“I have been waiting for that particular question for a while. The best answer I can give you is that I don’t know. When you were little and would get a cut, I could smell the magic in your blood. Now, sitting across from you, even in my human form, I can sense it. It rolls off you the same way a gentle breeze moves pollen through the air. It is discrete, but present.”

Astrid blew out a breath. “I don’t understand why you can’t move your little kingdom closer to the cottage. I could convince Mom to move back home, and we could be together … well, plus my stepdad.”

Her father lifted a dark, bushy, brow. “You would like that?”

“I’m not ready to choose between you and Mom. I had eighteen amazing years with Mom. I had ten with you and I can’t even remember most of them.”

“If it were only that simple. That space does not belong to unicorns and the areas surrounding it are fairy land. Any attempt to move closer would breach the unstable peace that keeps this realm together.”

Astrid sighed. “Does that mean, your initial statement from last week remains? I must pick a realm to live in. Pick between the woman who raised me and the man I searched to find?”

He nodded slowly, his eyes turning a shade darker. “This is not a choice I ever thought you would have. I said goodbye to you ten years ago. I made peace with the knowledge you could not be here. Yet here you are and here I am wishing you would stay. We have so much of what the human world has. Even war.” His lips quirked for a moment. “Your technology does not work here, but ours is similar. It’s not as if we’re out of a storybook and living completely differently than you live. We’re the same as your realm, just different creatures.”

Astrid closed her eyes and tried to picture her life in the Realm of the Fae - as a princess no less. Sooner or later, if she never shifted, war would come. Astrid shook her head. Choosing this realm was not possible, no matter how magical it was or how much it called to her very soul.

Nothing had even attempted to attack her in the last week. It was possible her father and Ronin were paranoid. Still, this wasn’t home.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I don’t know what to say except that this just isn’t home for me.”

She’d never seen her father sad - until now. A wave washed over his expression, darkening his eyes and turning his joyful smile into a haggard frown. She’d only ever known him to be all things light and now it seemed a darkness similar to the color of his hair shrouded him.

“I’m sorry.”

“I understand. I am not happy, but your life is yours to live. You are not yet able to live in my realm. Perhaps when the time comes and I come calling, your choice will be different.” He patted her shoulder and pushed off the bench. “We still have a few days together. Let me tend to a matter of court and this afternoon I’d love to show you a special place I used to take your mother.”

Astrid’s grin was immediate. Of all the things she’d learned, it was how much her mother loved her father - and his unicorn heritage - that made her so comfortable with what they did to Astrid.

“All right. I think I’ll just stay here and watch the water for a bit. Think a little.”

“A fine plan indeed.” With the words barely spoken, a black flash encompassed her father and a majestic unicorn stood where the man once had. I will see you for dinner.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“You’ve lost your mind,” Ronin snorted as he stepped out of the castle to walk under the overhang and breathe some fresh air. “You’re even choosing to be human.” He shook his head.

So much had changed in such a short time, and even he couldn’t ignore the slight hollowness in his chest after days without speaking to Astrid.

She was safe in the palace. There was no need for him to guard her, and she rarely left her father’s side. Which left him longing for her companionship. Weeks together clearly bound them in a way Ronin had been unprepared for.

He would guard her for the rest of her life if asked, he knew that now. Almost as intensely as he understood his attraction to her was more than just the unicorn blood flowing through her human frame. 

Astrid was a lightness in his world that Ronin didn’t see often. She cared differently about things, but not less. She saw the good in every single creature they met even if Ronin warned her to be wary. 

For a young woman who grew up without knowledge of the realm, she seemed to fit in so beautifully here Ronin didn’t think he could picture it without her. But she won’t feel the same. She’s not a unicorn, she’s a human. She’s a halfling whose life is in danger every second she’s here because of who her father is.

“Why didn’t I force her to change her form? We could have shielded her appearance as we traveled and protected her so that she was nothing more than another halfling.” Ronin snarled as his fist punched against a stone column. They’d been so stupid. He’d been blinded.

So many things he would have done differently if he’d had more time to think beyond his worry for Astrid’s life as they’d traveled. Though he’d never given her identity to any creature, it was impossible news of a young woman’s arrival to the king’s side hadn’t traveled. They might not realize she was his daughter, but they’d assume she was his lover and that could be even worse.

“Damn it!” His shout echoed off the concrete ceiling above him.

“Ronin?” 

Astrid’s voice came from somewhere just beyond the palace, but he couldn’t see her as he looked.

“Ronin!” Astrid called again, walking along the lake and coming into view. Her teal hair almost blended into the turquoise water, making her seem more a part of the water than the land.

He couldn’t get over how beautiful she was. Astrid could put every Fae to shame, and minus a few creatures, Fae were known for their otherworldly beauty. Astrid simply outshone them. Perhaps it was the way she constantly needed to know things and then did things while afraid that helped her stand out. He’d told her she was fearful when they arrived, he was way off the mark.

Every time Ronin saw her, he was left with visions of what would happen if he dared to test his attraction. It was wrong on so many levels, but he couldn’t seem to find the wherewithal to care. Astrid was a woman, and he was a man. He couldn’t deny the way he wanted to touch her any more than he could deny he was Fae. Astrid’s presence in his life had become a constant, and he’d failed to realize how important she’d become until he wasn’t by her side.

“Will you be escorting me home in a few days?” She jogged up to him and fell into step beside him without so much as a panted breath after her run.

“Home?”

“Yes, home. I can’t stay here, remember? Your crazy magic rules and all that.”

“Oh, yes, home.” Ronin’s anger at his carelessness days before shifted to sadness. It made sense that she did not wish to forsake her humanity. Not when she could have both in small doses.

Ronin knew a list of reasons a million lines long as to why falling for the princess was a terrible idea, but he didn’t care to fall in line. His king had never made mention of not falling in love with Astrid. Ronin wasn’t sure how deeply he felt for Astrid, but he knew his feelings were not the innocent sensations of a warrior protecting his charge. So much of his time with her had been focused on seeing her as a mission, he wasn’t certain when the line blurred until her desire to leave became known.

“Ronin is everything okay? I haven’t seen you in a bit and, I, well, you’re really the only friend I have here. I missed you.”

“Friend.” Ronin took in the word. Of course, she wouldn’t be attracted to him simply because he was to her, but he’d hoped the connection wasn’t one way.

“Okay then,” Astrid looked away.

“Astrid, have you ever thought about me?”

She gave a small laugh. “I literally just said I missed you.”

Ronin closed his eyes. “Not like that.” He blew out a breath. “Astrid, I have feelings for you. Feelings that make me want to pull you close right now and kiss you long enough to make the rest of the world slip away.” Though he said he wanted to, Ronin didn’t move.

Her eyes widened, the green seeming to glow from the way the sun framed her. She didn’t speak or make a motion toward him.

“Astrid?”

“I, I didn’t -” she stopped and shook her head. “Ronin, you’re the only other person I know here. How could you just drop a bomb on me that you’re attracted to me?”

He snorted. “I don’t really think it’s new news. I’ve protected you, slept near you, and spent almost every waking moment with you for nearly two months. You couldn’t tell I have feelings for you?”

She swallowed and physically took a step back. “Ronin, you’re like a hundred years older than me and not human. I’m not my mother. I’m not going to fall in love with a man who I can’t spend forever with if we wanted to.”

The words were like a strike to his face. “I understand.” Ronin’s tongue pushed against his teeth, daring him to keep talking, but he didn’t.

She exhaled and her head fell back. “Thank you for understanding.” She offered him a small smile. “Besides, isn’t it possible it’s just my unicorn blood drawing you in?”

Ronin wanted to shake his head. He didn’t. “Have a good day, Astrid. I will see you when it’s time to leave. I believe there are only two or three days left before your humanity will begin to slip away.”

He pivoted, ignoring the way the heel of his shoe nearly stuck in the brick under them. His heart pounded in his ears. Ronin had known all along that Astrid tempted him in a way no other woman ever had, he just hadn’t expected that the feeling wasn’t mutual.

In a flash he was on all fours, his true form holding him up. He needed to go for a run.


Chapter Seven

Astrid couldn’t stop hearing Ronin’s grand statement over and over in her mind. 

She hadn’t understood where his sudden interest in her came from, but the more she thought back to their time together, the more she realized he’d done small things that indicated he was attracted to her.

He stayed human whenever he was in her presence even though she knew he preferred his true form. 

Honestly, Astrid couldn’t remember the last time she’d been truly interested in a guy. Did she find guys hot? Absolutely. Did she question her sexuality? Not a bit. She just couldn’t remember really being interested in being with a guy for more than his looks. She hadn’t dated in high school for that exact reason, but with Ronin, she’d never even questioned the possibility that she might be attracted to him.

“He’s the most handsome man you’ve ever seen.” Astrid glanced at the trees and saw the moon begin to rise. “That’s the thing, he is a man. He’s got centuries of life compared to your eighteen years. How could you find yourself attracted to him beyond his good looks?”

She sighed. In the last few months, she’d come to consider Ronin her closest friend. That might have been because they’d barely left each other’s side, but she enjoyed his company. He could be surly, but he was also patient and humorous when he wanted to be.

Astrid sighed, she’d spend her life with Ronin by her side thanks to her father, and the last thing she wanted to do was make him uncomfortable around her.

Will he be though? Astrid wasn’t sure. He seemed to be easygoing if the situation warranted, but he’d just admitted feelings for someone not of his kind, that couldn’t have been easy.

In just a short time her life had gone from ‘wouldn’t it be wonderful to know who your family is?’ to ‘your family is magical and you’re a princess.’ On one hand, Astrid was literally living most young people’s dreams. She was heir to a magical kingdom and her father wasn’t actually dead. An utterly handsome warrior was attracted to her, and Astrid could potentially wield magic.

“Then why are you so upset by it all?”

Astrid kicked a rock into the lake and watched as the ripples expanded outward until they grew so large, they vanished altogether.

“Because you came to Ireland looking to see how your family started. You expected a normal, human answer.” She sighed.

She expected normal. She expected a quick fling while in Ireland and then an uneventful return to her life in New York. “And now you’re upset that you could stay here and be a princess, but it doesn’t feel right.” Astrid closed her eyes and exhaled a slow breath. “First world problems, As. This isn’t your life. You don’t belong here.”

Images of Brenda and Mark appeared in her mind for the first time in weeks. She missed her best friends, but how much if she’d forgotten them?

Astrid needed to return and call them both. Brenda probably already thought Astrid found love in Ireland and was never coming home. Astrid snorted. “That’s not even farfetched with her.”

An entire life waited a realm and a country away. 

One that fit Astrid. 

She wasn’t a unicorn. She didn’t have fantastical powers. She just had fancy blood. She belonged back in college with Brenda and Mark. Not here, not pretending she was so much more than she was.

Astrid loved her father, and was thrilled he was alive, but she didn’t belong by his side. If anyone did, it was her mother, and she’d moved on. How could you fall in love with a man who couldn’t live in your world? Why are you suddenly thinking about falling in love with Ronin?

He’d single-handedly turned her entire world upside down for a second time. She couldn’t think about a future where she didn’t see him every day, because she had missed him these last few days. She wanted him in her life but didn’t know what they could mean to each other.

“I know what you are!” A shrill scream broke through the silence of the oncoming night.

Astrid whirled to face the sound and froze. A banshee hung in the air. Astrid had yet to see one, but the greenish transparent creature could be nothing less. It was the first terrifying creature she’d laid eyes on. The banshee’s eyes were stitched shut, its hair lay about in twisted tangles, and an almost oozy substance dripped from everywhere.

“You are the heir, and you are impure!” The banshee shrieked.

Astrid shrunk back, her ears ringing with pain from the pitch of the creature’s cry.

“I am not the heir.” Astrid tried to hold her ground.

“Lies. Your death hangs on the wind. It will be my pleasure to grant it!”

“No!” Astrid screamed, hoping for any iota of the magic a unicorn possessed.

 Nothing happened. 

Her arm burned as the banshee grabbed her wrist. Astrid flailed, ignoring the hiss of pain as smoke billowed from where the creature touched her. Her free arm slashed through the monster, passing through like one would expect when touching a ghost, which is what the banshee was.

“I can’t fight this!” Astrid screamed to no one and tried to twist her body away from the banshee.

“There is nothing you can do. You are more human than unicorn. You would destroy the peace!” Another scream, higher-pitched than the last two.

Astrid’s ears pulsed. Sound vanished into a dull whisper. She watched in horror as the Fae continued to speak, but Astrid could hear nothing.

Panic gripped her like roots, dragging her into the ground even as Astrid tried to run away. Pain seared through her body from the hold the banshee had on her.

Still, Astrid dug her feet into the ground. She pushed with every bit of strength she could muster and ignored the burn in her shoulders as she tried to push her way free.

A silver slash through the air blinded her, and Astrid fell backward. Cool earth surrounded her as she sloshed in the muddy riverbank.

Her eyes refocused and she saw Ronin leaping at the banshee with a sword. She still could not hear but watched as the blade went into the woman’s stomach and did not vanish out the other side.

Ronin drew the sword back, and the banshee dropped to the earth as Astrid had done a moment before. If it screamed its death cry, Astrid still could not hear it. She stumbled to push away from where the dead banshee fell.

Ronin was in her face, his lips moving but no sound came out as far as Astrid could tell. His hand gripped her wrist, and she thought he meant to heal it. Instead, he lifted her off the ground and began to run.

Once off the ground, her legs took over. Her feet smashed into the wet dirt as they rushed back toward the palace for a reason she didn’t understand.

She knew now that she didn’t tire because unicorns did not tire when they ran. She’d always assumed she was merely physically fit, but now she knew better.

He’s running faster in this form.

The strange thought struck her as she struggled to keep up with Ronin on two legs. Not once had she seen him run as a human. If he’d always been able to do it, he must not have liked to.

The lake disappeared behind them, and Astrid’s heart finally stopped pounding. She hadn’t noticed the rapid increase until it began to slow. Do unicorns not feel fear?

Ronin jerked her onto the palace grounds and stopped running. He whipped around to face her, concern glowing in his eyes as they scanned her. His mouth moved again.

“I can’t hear you,” Astrid spoke, worried when she couldn’t hear her words either.

It looked like he cursed before warm hands covered her ears.

A sharp pop drew a scream from Astrid and sound came rushing back.

“Are you okay?”

Sound.

She swallowed and nodded. “Why couldn’t I hear?”

“A banshee’s cry is deafening.” Ronin took her arm in his and laid his hand over it. “I can’t heal this. We need to get you inside to a healer.”

“Wait!” Astrid pulled her arm from his hold. “Why did we run away? You killed her.”

“I broke a treaty in doing so. When it’s found out, the banshee will come for the unicorn. While we can handle their kind, you cannot be caught in the middle. You have a human soul.”

The world seemed to flip sideways and twirl before righting itself. Someone had figured out who she was, and Ronin started a war to protect her.

“You did that for me?”

“My job is to protect you.”

“You started a war to protect a princess who was set to leave?”

He closed his eyes and when they opened, something burned in their depths that Astrid couldn’t recognize.

“I started a war because my heart stopped beating when I saw you in that creature’s grasp.” He didn’t let go of her wrist but didn’t move closer either. “Nothing mattered in that moment except saving you and once a banshee has chosen you, only death can break that bond.”

“Ronin,” Astrid whispered.

“No, I did what I had to do for the heir to the throne. Your father is not likely to wed another, so for now, you are the second most important person in this realm. Your protection was paramount. We can easily fight a war against creatures who cannot harm us should they come because unicorns do not have the soul a banshee can take.”

Astrid’s heart squeezed in her chest as she watched the emotions pass over his face. Ronin cared about her, and he wasn’t supposed to. That much was obvious.

She didn’t think as she let her hand wrap around the back of his head and tugged him down. Ronin’s lips brushed against Astrid’s, and everything stopped around them.

Her eyes fluttered shut as Ronin’s hands went around her waist, tugging her against him. The beat of his heart thumped against her chest and Astrid gasped as it synced with hers.

“Are you okay?” Ronin pulled back.

“Our heartbeats -”

“Yes, that’s not uncommon when a unicorn has deep feelings for someone.”

“You have strong feelings for me?” Astrid tried to ignore the dizzy glee that crashed into her. Moments ago, she hadn’t even known she’d wanted to kiss Ronin, and now his confession made her heart flutter.

He nodded. “I shouldn’t. There’s no logical reason for it, but I do. The moment you were in danger I could think of nothing but how life without you was unacceptable.”

Astrid couldn’t think of anything save for the way his words made her feel. She didn’t know what love felt like that, and since she hadn’t realized, she was attracted to him beyond his looks until a moment ago, everything was rushed, but didn’t feel wrong. 

Not the way staying here feels wrong.

Her glee washed away. “Ronin, I can’t stay here.”

Ronin released her waist, but his fingertips trailed along the uninjured arm until he wrapped his fingers with hers.

“You don’t have a choice now. Who and what you are has escaped my protection? If you return home, there won’t be enough people to protect you.”

She shook her head, the elation of his kiss zapping out like a broken light. “No, Ronin you’re not listening. I’m not staying here. This isn’t my home. It’s lovely, a bit scary at times, but I don’t feel right when I’m here.”

“That’s because you aren’t supposed to be here. This realm doesn’t accept humans for long.”

“See, you’re proving my point. I need to go home.”

“It will pass.” His eyes narrowed and the softness in his face was replaced by hard lines. She had a feeling it was how he looked at those he commanded. 

“Ronin, let me go right now.”

He complied without hesitation and Astrid let out a breath of relief.

“I can’t protect you by myself. Not with the others learning who and what you are to the king.”

“This isn’t your choice to make.”

“No, but your father will not think clearly. He cares too much about making you happy.”

Ronin, Astrid? Her father’s voice echoed in her mind before the black unicorn appeared just a few feet away. What was the commotion?

“A banshee knows the truth. She attacked Astrid. I dispatched of her.”

You killed her.

Ronin nodded and Astrid waited to see if her father demanded she be locked away.

You must take her home. Immediately.

“Your Majesty, she needs to remain here. Where our full forces can protect her.”

No, she needs to return to the human realm. She has not chosen my kingdom and I can diplomatically fix this mess if she’s gone.

“Wait, gone forever?”

He nodded, a silky black mane trailing over her feet as he stepped closer.

“And you won’t come to the human realm?”

Suddenly, leaving wasn’t what she wanted.

I will come when matters allow for it, but I fear many years will pass between our visits.

Nails bit into Astrid’s heart. She hadn’t wanted to stay, but leaving her father forever hadn’t been a thought, either.

Take her home, Ronin. Leave now and travel swiftly. Take three guards with you to protect your journey. A flash of black and the man stood where the unicorn had. 

When her father opened his arms Astrid didn’t hesitate to step into his embrace.

“I had hoped news of your heritage would not get out until I’d found a way to hide the humanity away. I love you, As. Know that I don’t willingly leave you, but I cannot abandon my throne. The realm needs a ruler.”

Hot tears rushed over her cheeks as she nodded, her chin bouncing against her father’s shoulder. “I love you, too.”

“Go, before too many creatures go on the offense. As soon as there is time, I swear to you, I will find you in the human realm.” He released his hold and turned to Ronin. “Protect her with your life and kill any who seek to harm her. Your duty is to the princess now, for however long it’s necessary.”

She watched as Ronin gave a sharp nod of his head. “Go get your things. Now.”

Astrid jumped at the barked command. The soft man who’d confessed feelings for her was gone. The warrior stood in his place.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“I need you to try something for me.” Ronin whispered softly. “I don’t want the others to know until I have my answer.”

Astrid was fairly certain he could ask her to do anything, and she’d gladly do it. His words unlocked something in her - an emotion she hadn’t realized she’d never felt before. Now, she couldn’t stop feeling it.

“Anything.”

“While we walk, focus on becoming a unicorn.”

“Excuse me?” Astrid stopped.

“Don’t stop,” Ronin grabbed her arm and tugged her. “We don’t have time for that. Picture yourself as a unicorn.”

“And how do I know what I’d look like?”

“Your hair color - your natural color - is the color of your features. Same with your eyes. Just picture a unicorn in that color.”

“And I’ll just change?”

“If there’s enough magic in you, yes. It’s the same way we’re taught to change into humans. We focus on the general idea of the form and adjust the hair and eye color to match our own coloring.”

“That is highly anticlimactic, but okay.” Astrid shrugged and blew out a breath. She’d been wondering if she could transform, but her father never brought it up, so she didn’t either. It was natural to assume she couldn’t since she was only part unicorn.

“You can do this,” Ronin released her arm and offered her a lopsided smile.

He’s so charming when he smiles. How did I ever think I was immune to how good looking he is? 

“You better not let me walk into anything.”

“Never.”

Taking smaller steps, Astrid closed her eyes. Ronin’s beautiful eyes and dazzling smile appeared, not a unicorn with red hide. Focus! Astrid snipped at herself when the only thing forming in her mind was Ronin’s smile.

She huffed and tried again, focusing on what she assumed was a normal sized unicorn standing next to her human self. A deep red mane and bright green eyes looked off in the version of herself, creepy almost, but she did what Ronin asked.

“Did it work?” Astrid had her answer. “Damn it! I’m still talking with my mouth.”

Her heart sank in her chest. She hadn’t realized how badly she’d wanted to shift until it was apparent she one hundred percent couldn’t. It’s why you never asked, Dad. You were afraid of the answer. Astrid’s lip trembled slightly. 

“It’s okay.” Ronin didn’t sound discouraged, nor did he seem to realize she was.

“Does it not always happen on the first try?” Please say no.

“It’s immediate,” he shook his head. “But you’re a half blood. We can keep trying.” He took her hand in his and squeezed. “I’ve got you. Just keep walking.”

Astrid nodded, though her heart didn’t care as much. He’d said all he needed to say. It always happened on the first try.

This is just one reason why this realm can’t feel like home. You don’t truly belong here. Astrid pretended to visualize a unicorn, but no image came.

“Anything? Are you trying?”

She ignored the tear slipping down her cheek. “I think I’ve had enough for one day.” Her nose burned as the small trickle of tears threatened to grow larger. She’d found her past, even her father, and she couldn’t fit in any better in the Realm of the Fae than in New York City.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“Are we safe?” Astrid gasped, trying to ignore the burn in her arm. They’d never healed it, and even the slightest brush of the bush was agony.

“They have passed.” Niall, a younger unicorn with dark brown hair and eyes spoke as he walked to where she hid.

“I didn’t know leprechauns had teeth…like that.” Astrid shuddered remembering the spiked rows. 

“They grant wishes and eat humans at times - their teeth are purposefully sharp.” Ronin barked. “We continue. We cannot stop for shelter tonight. Getting her into the human realm is our best shot at fixing my mistake.”

Astrid set her hand on his arm, and he jerked it away. “Ronin?”

“No, Astrid. I don’t need your sympathy or words of comfort. I created a war to save you and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let that have been in vain. We get you out, tonight.”

She flinched away, knowing the man before her was just trying to do his duty. Still, she put her hand in his and squeezed. “This is not your fault. I shouldn’t have been here in the first place. My father and I were greedy, seeking time together we were not meant to have. All you’ve done is see to my safety since the night I arrived in Ireland.”

“Then let me keep doing it, Ronin snapped and pulled his shoulder forward, breaking her gentle hold on him.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“Move!” Timotee hissed, flashing from human to unicorn in a flash of white light. He was almost indistinguishable from Ronin save for his smaller size. He sprang in front of the gnomes.

Astrid hated that she couldn’t help, but she had no fighting skills and no magic. A gnome approached her, its porcelain skin gleaming in the moonlight, and jumped for her foot. Astrid kicked, launching the fragile creature into the nearest tree with a satisfying shatter.

“Oh my god! I can help.” Almost gleefully, Astrid charged next to the three fighting unicorns and Ronin. Swinging her foot, she caught one of the forty or so creatures that rushed toward her.

Shattering porcelain followed every thunderous stomp of a hoof against the ground. Over and over the grinding sound promised another dead gnome. Another step to safety.

“Astrid!” Ronin swung his sword, the weapon swinging inches above her head and dropping bits of broken gnome into her hair. “Get back.”

“Not a shot!” She hissed, flinging another gnome that rushed her from behind but gave himself away with a battle cry. “I’m done being a damsel.”

Bronnon’s hoof thudded beside her, and left shattered gnomes when it lifted.

“Leave us be! We will slaughter you all. Your kind has little power and great weakness.” Ronin called to the remaining ten gnomes. “We are leaving. This woman does not want the throne.”

The almost chipmunk-like chatter of gnomes drowned everything out, and just as quickly as they’d appeared, they vanished.

Astrid blew out a breath and nearly sat on the ground in relief.

“Are you well? Did one bite you?” Ronin dropped his sword and rushed to her side.

“No?” Astrid raised a brow. “You never even mentioned gnomes were real!”

“Well, they can’t do much good in their vulnerable state, but a bite can trigger a transformation into their kind.”

“Shit!” Astrid hissed. “What else lives here you left out because it wasn’t a threat a week ago?”

Ronin leveled his stare at her. “It’s better you don’t know. Keep walking.”

Snorting, Astrid did as she was told. “Ronin?”

“What?”

“You fought as a human …”

“It’s easier to protect you if I’m vulnerable like you. I can sense more of what dangers can befall you.”

“Oh,” she glanced down at the dirt floor of the forest. “Where did you get even a sword if you’ve never been human before?”

“My horn.”

“What?”

“My horn, when I transform, it becomes the sword at my side with all the magic I possess.”

“Oh.”

“Any other questions?”

Timotee, Bronnon, and Niall appeared in their human forms, all holding a sword she now knew was invaluable. 

“Are you still in there?”

Ronin’s expression softened for just a moment. “I’m where I need to be. Emotions will get in the way of me protecting you.”

He walked ahead of her then, not bothering to look back.

In that moment, Astrid knew one thing painfully clear. She had fallen in love with Ronin, and now he was gone.


Chapter Eight

“Thank you,” Astrid inclined her head to the three unicorns standing beside her. “I appreciate your protection when I’m certain you would all prefer to be with the king.”

My duty is where Ronin assigns me. Niall’s deep voice echoed in her mind. I shall be nearby when I can. 

Astrid smiled. These men would give up quite a lot to protect her now that she knew the journey it took to reunite them with the unicorn lands when she was safely home. A part of her felt she needed to return to America, to the busy streets of NYC, and blend back into the crowd.

“What?” Ronin snipped, stepping forward after transforming back into his handsome human form.

“Nothing,” she cleared her throat. Less than twenty-four hours ago he’d held her in his arms. Now he barely looked at her. “I wasn’t choosing something over you, you have to know that.”

Ronin’s snort was very much the same as a unicorn’s. “My feelings for you are unchanged, but I cannot stay forever in your realm. I cannot make a bargain as your father did as I have nothing to offer.”

“So that’s it?”

“You’ll be gone in a year’s time and will no longer think on the silly unicorn who caught feelings for a human.”

“Ooo!” She snarled, clenching her fists. “I care about you, you big idiot! I don’t know if I even know what love is, but I know I have feelings for you I shouldn’t have. I shouldn’t want a man who’s a hundred years older than me to hold me, but I do. I shouldn’t want a freaking unicorn to love me, but I think I do.”

His eyes snapped to her. “What?”

“You heard me, Unicorn Boy. Whatever is going on between us, I feel it, too. I want you with me. I want you to come home with me. I’m just not ready to give everything up in a week. I love my father and I’m so incredibly happy he’s alive, but he is alive. I can come back. We can find a way to bring me back more often to see him. You’ll be with me, won’t you?”

“Every step of the way that I can, but I’m still not meant for your world. The better fit is for you to remain here. With me. Where I can protect you.” Ronin sighed, his shoulders sagging as if he’d been defeated. “Look, this isn’t the time for this. I meant what I said. Emotions cause problems in war. Let me just be your protector until we receive word everything is safe. We’ll figure out whatever mess we’ve tangled ourselves in after that.”

“Astrid?”

Her blood ran cold, not in fear, but worry. Sure enough, she turned and found herself eye-to-eye with her mother.

“You’re running around with them then?” her mother’s arms crossed haughtily over her chest.

“Your Majesty,” Ronin bowed.

Astrid watched as the three warriors in their unicorn forms did the same.

“I have moved on from that life. From that man.” her mother’s tone could have killed a banshee or two all on its own.

“Mom, before you accuse me of something, don’t you think there’s something you ought to say to me?” Astrid resisted the urge to mimic her mother’s posture.

“No.” The word was filled with ice. “I let you come. I’m not sorry you found out the hellish truth.”

“If it’s so hellish, why didn’t you leave Dad the moment he revealed it all to you?” Astrid stepped away from Ronin. “Because you loved him. Expiration date and all. You. Loved. Him.” Her chest heaved as anger built at the lack of regret from her mother.

“Of course, I did!” her mother’s voice sent a flock of birds bursting from the trees behind them. “Your father is an amazing man. I wouldn’t trade a second of our lives together because it ended with you. I don’t want this for you.” She glared at Ronin. “I don’t want that life for you.” She cleared her throat. “It’s time to come inside away from prying ears.” She put her hand out in front of Ronin. “Not you. You’re not welcome inside if you’ve tangled my daughter up in your world.”

“Mother!”

“No. I know how beautiful they are. How wonderful and perfect and romantic. I can see it in your eyes, you’re in love with that one and he probably loves you back, but this is still my house.”

Astrid glanced at Ronin who’d already shifted forms. She wasn’t in love with him, but she wouldn’t correct her mother. Not until she saw where this was going.

Go. I can defend you better if I’m not stuck in some shouting match, anyway.

“Fine,” she spat, her eyes narrowing at her mother. “But when this is over you owe them all an apology. They saved my life three times today.”

“Because they endangered it by bringing you to their realm.” 

Astrid didn’t have a comeback for that because her mother was correct. Sighing, she dug the key out of her pocket and walked past her mother.

Trust me, we care very little what humans think of us. Ronin assured her.

Stepping inside, Astrid was pleased to see the air had stayed on. “Wait a second,” she turned as her mother joined her in the entryway. “How did you know to come here?”

Her mother snorted. “You didn’t answer your phone for nearly a week. I got a call from the Hannigan’s that they hadn’t seen you come or go in as many days. I’m not a fool. I knew what you would find when you came home to Ireland. It was easy to know what happened.”

“Why are you so against the Fae?” Astrid dropped onto the couch and grabbed a pillow to hold against her to help her focus past her frustrations. “You were in love with Dad!”

“I was. I fell head over heels in love with your father and it was only once I was pregnant that he told me the truth.”

“And you didn’t pick him. You just let him return?” Of all the things her father could tell her, why her mom didn’t chase after him was the one thing left unspoken.

“So, he didn’t tell you then.” She clucked her tongue. “Typical Patrick.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” In her entire life, Astrid couldn’t remember her mother ever speaking poorly about her dad.

“I loved your father more than should have ever been possible. Moving on, pretending he was dead, it nearly killed me. Humans can’t live in the Realm of the Fae.”

“They can’t?” Astrid’s dad had never mentioned that. He’d talked about how she couldn’t because was a threat, but no mention of completely unable to. Ronin did though, she thought about one of their earlier conversations about humans visiting at great risk. Astrid had just assumed it was due to the creatures who could easily kill them.

“A human in the Realm of the Fae will slowly but surely lose their humanity. They turn feral and are put down by the Fae to protect the tense peace in their realm.”

“No, I don’t believe you.” Astrid clutched the throw pillow. “He wanted me to stay with him.”

“Because you have his blood. He always hoped you’d be safe there, but tell me, while you were gone, did you think about the world you left?”

“We talked about you daily!” Astrid hissed.

“Fantastic. Now, what about the rest of the world? About Gram or Brenda?”

Astrid squeezed her eyes shut. She’d not thought of anyone except for her mother nearly the entire time she was gone.

“Did you eat?”

“What?” she opened her eyes to stare at her mother.

“While you were there, do you remember eating?”

Astrid tried to search the memories and found nothing after the first night. “No,” she shook her head. “This isn’t true. He wouldn’t endanger me.”

“It’s time to come home, Sweetie. I love you, and maybe we did do this all wrong, but I can’t lose you to something even your father can’t fight.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks and Astrid didn’t know if she cried because leaving meant with absolute certainty she would never see her father or Ronin again, or because going home meant she had failed to survive on her own.

“I can’t.”

“It’s not up for debate. Go and get your things.” Her mother had never sat on the couch and already walked toward the stairs. “I’ll help you.”

“No.” Astrid stood but didn’t move. “I’m not ready to leave. We agreed on a year.”

“And I didn’t expect you to find out so quickly or need an entire guard to protect you. Weren’t you the one who just said they saved you three times today alone?”

The room tipped sideways. Astrid struggled to remember anything through her fatigue. Right, it’s because you’re tired. 

“I’m staying, Mom.”

“Then you’ll have to find another residence to do it at. Give me the key. Now.”

Astrid blinked. Her mother could be harsh at times, but this was different.

“Give me the key or come to the airport with me right this minute.”

The world seemed to move in slow motion as Astrid shook her head. “No.”

“So be it,” her mother hissed, marching past Astrid to yank open the door. “Your service is done. Tell your king to leave my daughter alone.” She shouted into the forest.

We have to obey your mother. As your mother, she is a rank we are forbidden to ignore. Ronin’s words were tinged with sadness. 

Astrid shoved past her mother and out the door to see the four unicorns turning to face away from the house.

“Ronin! No!” Astrid took off at a run and by the time she reached him, slammed into the hard muscles of his chest as he’d shifted to catch her.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Ronin couldn’t deny the desire seeping through him as Astrid pressed against him. Just thirty minutes ago he’d been furious with her decision to leave the realm. Now, all he could focus on was the way she’d rushed away from her human mother to stop him from leaving.

“Leave my daughter and return to your realm.”

“You can’t really have to listen to her.” Astrid looked up at him, panic in her glowing green eyes.

“We must. She knows it as well. I will always remember you, Princess.” Ronin pressed a kiss to her forehead, ignoring the obvious thumping of her heart.

“Do you have a politer message for the king?” Ronin clung to Astrid, unwilling to let her go until the final moment.

“To stay away. We had a deal, and he has broken his promise.”

Ronin snickered. “Not what I had in mind, but very well.” he inclined his head to the woman who would have been queen if she had not been born human. “Do not forget us. Do not forget me.”

Ronin wanted to kiss Astrid one last time. It seemed cruel that he knew in this moment what love was, love for Astrid, only to lose her, but he would find a way to watch over her while she lived in the states. Somehow.

“Ronin, wait!” Astrid screamed the words for a second time. “Is my mother telling the truth? Did I lose part of my humanity when I stayed in your realm?”

His heart caught in his throat. Ronin could answer truthfully, should have answered truthfully. Instead, all he did was glower at the woman he’d once called a friend. Emmaline Murphy had grown hard over the years and if she wanted to destroy her daughter’s love for half of her heritage, Ronin wouldn’t be part of it.

“Your humanity is a danger in our realm. Your father sought to hide it for that reason.” A partial truth. A partial lie.

“Then I’m returning with you.” Astrid glared at her mother. “I will return but only when I am ready. I chose to leave the Realm of the Fae on my own. I will choose to reenter it.”

Now.

Her voice boomed in his mind and Ronin didn’t hesitate. At once, he pictured himself in his true form and shifted, feeling Astrid’s fingers clinging to his mane.

“Astrid!” Emmaline’s voice shrieked.

Ronin began to run. The vibrations from Astrid’s feet against the ground should have stopped him in his tracks, but she didn’t let go, and so, he ran.

As quickly as they’d started to run, they appeared just in the small grotto alongside his three men.

Her fingers dislodged from his mane, and he flashed back to his human self, rushing to her side. “Are you hurt?”

Tears shone in her eyes and her entire body heaved. Her sobs tore through the otherwise serene quiet on this side of the realm and Ronin scooped her against him.

“I’m so sorry.”

“You did nothing. My mother,” Astrid sucked in a deep breath, tears streaking down her cheeks. “My mother gave up everything, and she clearly wants to take everything from me.” She shuddered. “I wanted to belong here, but I didn’t. Now, I can’t go home for fear of her taking me from this place forever. From you.”

Ronin swallowed hard even as he stroked a hand down the side of her face. She risked her humanity every day that the king did not convince a fairy to help them. She risked her life every moment she stayed but he would die before anything would happen to her. It didn’t matter how quickly his feelings for Astrid arose, they were here, and Ronin would yield to them.

 


Chapter Nine

“Will we stay here forever then?” Astrid teased Ronin. Truthfully, she couldn’t recall how long they’d been there. Days likely passed since she’d had the urge to do anything but lay in bed by Ronin’s side.

Not that he’d permitted that. No, he’d slept on the sofa in a distant room while the other men guarded the home in shifts. It seemed Astrid now had a home in her father’s realm and with each passing day, she started to wonder why she ever wanted to leave.

“We will stay until word reaches your father and then his word back to us. I disobeyed two direct orders bringing you back here.”

She grinned at him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Would you really leave me behind?”

Ronin’s hands landed on her wrists, and he tugged her around to his front, tucking her against him. Astrid couldn’t ignore the instantaneous way her heartbeat aligned with his until only one thump passed between them.

“I would have because I was commanded too. A unicorn is loyal.”

Astrid frowned. She’d been teasing him, but she’d not expected that to be his response. “You are a strange creature, Ronin. I’m in love with you, but I cannot say I understand you.”

His lips quirked up into a smirk. “The same can be said for women of any species.” He dropped a quick kiss to her lips. “When we are alone, I am going to do more than that, you have my word.” He stepped out of their embrace.

If Ronin was nothing else, he was dedicated. From the moment she met him, he’d been steadfast to his orders, and even now, he refused to do more than a stolen kiss when they were alone because she was his to protect.

“We’re alone enough.”

He shook his head. “We are not alone enough, and we’ve barely discussed our age difference.”

“There’s an age difference?” Astrid teased. There was a saying on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t remember it for the life of her. You keep forgetting things, you need some time out in the sun.

“Do not play coy, Princess.” Ronin grinned and grabbed his sword off the counter. “It’s my turn for watch. I expect you to behave. I’m sure Niall will return with news soon enough.”

Astrid sighed. “Soon enough was days ago.”

A flash of panic crossed Ronin’s face. “Days ago?”

“Yes, we’ve been here enough days considering it was only a two-day journey to my father in the first place.”

His eyes shifted left and then right before settling on her. “Astrid, how long is long enough?”

“I don’t know,” Astrid shrugged. “A week.”

“I see,” Ronin set the sword back down. “Bronnon can be relieved a little later.” He sat at the table. “Sit with me for a minute. I know so little about you.”

“Okay, strange timing.”

His smile was half-baked. “I love your spirit, but I don’t know all the details that make you Astrid. I want to learn them.”

Astrid sat and took his hand in hers. “Fine, but if that’s happening then I demand a little affection.”

Ronin rubbed his finger over the top of her palm. Astrid knew the wave of calm washing over her came from her unicorn, but she didn’t care.

“How old were you when you lost your father?”

“You know this.”

“I’ve forgotten. For me, your father was gone twenty years, but you’re not even twenty.”

“I was -” Astrid paused. “I was ten, I think.” How could you have forgotten why is it you think?

“And your mom moved you to a big city to hide your blood…what city? I’m terrible with human places.”

She opened her mouth and closed it. Had they moved straight into a city or did they stay somewhere smaller first. “I graduated from a school in New York City.” That’s correct, you were asleep, so that’s why you thought you stopped somewhere on the way.

“No pets?”

She shook her head. “Mother hates them.” Astrid smirked. “Probably because Dad kind of was a pet.”

Ronin snorted. “Okay so we’re covering some of the basics. You never talk about your friends. You’re still young, you must have people you’re close to who probably hate you’re not responding to them lately.”

Astrid knew Ronin wasn’t wrong, but she couldn’t recall anyone who would actually be upset with her. She’d been popular but kept everyone at a distance. No, net everyone, just most. “My best friend….” Astrid closed her eyes and blew out a breath. “Brenda. She’s already started college I’d guess. Hard to keep track of months without school to tell me when it is I guess.”

Ronin nodded but didn’t ask her anything else. His green eyes just stared at her, almost as if he studied her.

“When’s your birthday? I know humans are big on the celebrations.”

“I won’t let you miss it.”

“But when is it?”

“In May.”

“May what?”

Astrid searched for the date but couldn’t quite grab it through the doldrums of being stuck in the cabin.

“As?”

“Don’t call me that. Only my parents call me that.” She snapped, agitation making her jumpy. 

“Sorry, your birthday?”

Astrid smashed her hands against the table as she stood up. “This is ridiculous. I’m tired, stressed, and you want to play twenty-two questions.”

“Twenty questions.”

“Argh!” Astrid snarled and threw her hands into the air. “You know what I want to get to know?” She stood and purposefully jerked his chair backward, ignoring how much effort it took her. “I want to know why you refuse to act on the feelings I know you have?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m doing my duty.”

Astrid scoffed and straddled him, looping her arms around his neck. “What’s stopping you from doing more than your duty? From acting like a man who might love a woman.”

Ronin’s low growl set her body on fire. She’d not heard such a sound from him before and she liked it.

“Princess,” Ronin spoke through gritted teeth.

“Pony boy?” She teased and pressed her lips against his.

Colors sparked behind her eyelids as they closed, and Astrid could hear the synced thumping of their hearts. The scent of mud and roses filled her nose. His scent after being too close to the bushes near the small house.

“No,” Ronin hissed, shoving her backward and almost off his lap. “No. Not like this.” 

His arms were on her upper arms and he lifted her, setting her down on the side of the chair before jumping up.

One minute, he was a man, the next, a unicorn and the sword on the counter vanished.
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Ronin smashed through the front door and ran. He didn’t relieve Bronnon, he just ran. Astrid was losing herself. She couldn’t answer basic questions and it was his fault. Her father failed to suppress her humanity, and Ronin brought her back even after her mother raised the alarms.

Because you love her. Ronin snarled in his mind. He knew a human would lose their mind in his realm. After the first few days with her sanity intact, he’d assumed her unicorn blood protected her. Now he knew it merely slowed the process down.

He’d given no thought to her safety from things he could not see coming. He’d worried only for the physical dangers in his realm.

“Ronin!” She screamed after him but if he stopped, he’d tell her the truth and she’d hate him. She came to Ireland looking for answers, having her life stolen would certainly infuriate her.

Just let me run.

Damn it, no. You can’t finally kiss me like that and then leave. She screamed into his mind. 

I must.

An audible cry tore from behind him and chilled his blood, stopping him. Shifting his muzzle, he saw her on the ground, in a heap, far too close. She ran faster than any human he’d ever seen but even she wasn’t immune to things on the ground.

Astrid! Ronin shouted even as he reared up on his hind legs to turn and charge back for her. The scream would have alerted every Fae in the area and they would come look.

“Astrid!” Ronin called as he changed mid run, dropping down beside. “Are you hurt?”

She nodded. “My ankle.” Her eyes squeezed shut. “There was a snap.”

Ronin glanced down and saw the unnatural angle her ankle twisted at. The foot was almost facing the incorrect direction entirely. “There certainly was.” Damn it. A unicorn could heal emotional damage, but not physical. Not without gifts from the fairy, and Ronin had none. A warrior didn’t need to heal. He needed to fight. And you’ve barely done that since taking on the role of her protector.

Ronin, leprechauns approach in the south. If we’re not careful, they’ll spot you both. There are too many for us to fight.

“Astrid, remember when you tried to shift forms and couldn’t?”

“How is that relevant right now? Can it magically heal my ankle?” Her snarl wasn’t unwarranted.

“No, but it can save you from the troop of leprechauns approaching before they decide we’d make a good meal if they realize I’m with a human.”

“Well, that doesn’t help since I can’t!”

“You might be able to now.” He had no choice but to tell her the truth. A leprechaun’s teeth could rip through flesh in seconds.

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“No, it’s not. Please just try to. We can discuss it after we’re safe.” Ronin had never heard his voice beg before, it wasn’t becoming of him.

“Fine!” Astrid snapped.

“Shit!” Ronin jumped back as a hoofed foot smacked into his ankle.

Did I do it? Oh my god! I did it!

“Just be calm. We have to be calm.” Ronin pictured his gleaming white coat and swapped back. 

They can see our souls. This still might not work, but a half unicorn shouldn’t be able to shift. They’ll just assume you’re a unicorn.

Okay, but my ankle. I can’t stand on it.

Just forget about doing anything for now. Keep talking to me. To Bronnon. Where are they?

They passed the house about five seconds ago. Coming your way, Sir.

Ronin nodded, his face brushing against Astrid’s side.

You did it. He wasn’t as in awe as she was because he understood what she didn’t. Her humanity had slipped away just enough that it allowed the blood from her father to surge with more magic than before. The answer to allowing her to stay in this realm was simply for her to stay long enough for her human life to poof from her mind.

How did you know I could? Does getting injured help with unicorn blood working?

Ronin whined, his only way to laugh in this form. No, it’s not that. I can’t discuss it until I know we’re safe. Instead, why don’t you tell me how it feels.

How it feels? Honestly, the same. Things are a little louder and I can sense you … can all Fae do this?

Yes, we can all feel the blood of another Fae. He wasn’t certain if he was disappointed that she didn’t seem more excited. Did he tell her that she could stay now? Did he lie about why he believes it worked this time?

Ronin, how long have we been here?

Just a few minutes.

No, in the Realm of the Fae. When we were at the table, I swore we’d been here just a few days.

Ronin closed his eyes and puffed out a breath. Her humanity was slipping away, but her awareness for the world around them would be that of a unicorns, and unicorns were intelligent creatures. 

There’s snow in the distance. How could I not have noticed snow falling? It was barely fall when I went to see my father.

Ronin went to respond but the sound of footsteps drew his attention up. Sixteen tiny men marched toward them. Just be normal. Harley is a friend. I don’t know these, and we don’t know if your father brokered peace.

I can act normal and still ask questions. How. Did. You. Know? Ronin heard the deliberate punctuation of each word.

Your mother didn’t lie to you. Humans will lose their humanity in my realm. However, when you didn’t that first week. I assumed you couldn’t.

You lied to me then. Anger flared off her. If they weren’t careful, the fae would sense the energy disturbance. 

I held some of the truth because I thought you were safe from it. The questions earlier? I was trying to see if your memories were fading after you insisted, we’d only been here a few weeks.

Round eyes opened wide. How long have we been here? 

Just under three weeks.

She let out a strangled cry, an audible one. The leprechauns turned but continued walking shortly after assuming her to be upset over an injury Ronin assumed.

That’s not possible.

It is. As your humanity faded the unicorn blood grew stronger. It’s why you could shift.

Astrid was in front of him in her human form. Her hand struck across his muzzle and Ronin jumped to stand in front of her, undisturbed by the strike.

What are you doing?

“Take. Me. Home.”

He’d heard those words before. She came back with him shortly after.

That’s what you wish?

“If I stay in a unicorn form for too long, will I lose the ability to stay in my human form?”

Ronin nodded. It’s entirely likely.

“Then get Bronnon over here. We’re going home. I was devastated when I thought I couldn’t shift but knowing I’m slowly losing myself ruins everything about what just happened. Take me home. I’m a human, not a unicorn.”

I can’t follow you there forever.

“Did I say I wanted you to?”

The words sliced through Ronin. Minutes ago, she’d sat on him, demanding pleasure he’d been restraining himself from indulging in, and now because of one small piece of information, she was ready to leave. Typical human.

“Excuse me?” Astrid hissed.

Humans run from their emotions. They hide when they cannot understand things. They act irrationally. Why do you think it’s so easy for fae to prey on humans? You’re distracted and careless.

Ronin’s chest clenched tightly. He’d never even told her he loved her, but he knew the consequences of his rant.

“Take me home. Right now. This is done. When my father is ready to find me, I’m certain he will.” 

Astrid leaned on the ground and attempted to stand. She was so ready to run she thought she could do so on an obviously broken ankle.

With a snarl, Ronin changed. “Let me carry you. Bronnon can assist you onto my back, Your Majesty will be home before dawn.”

 


Chapter Ten

She needed to leave, but Astrid couldn’t find the will to pack her bags and say goodbye to the most important adventure she’d ever been on. 

The only adventure. 

Astrid snorted and pushed the cereal around in the bowl with her spoon.

“You seem worse than usual this morning,” her mother frowned.

“It’s nothing. I want to finish my year. This is a year about me, and the only thing I’ve learned is my past. Even you being here changes my goals.”

“Tough it out, Sweetie. I’m not going anywhere.”

Because you think I’m going to run around the cottage searching for unicorns.

“I think I want to go into town for a bit. Get away from the quiet of the countryside.” Because the unicorns you want to see aren’t showing themselves if they are even there. 

“Are you walking?” 

“I promise I won’t run off anywhere. I might have wanted to know my past, but my future is in our realm. I don’t belong somewhere that will steal pieces of me in order for me to belong.” 

Astrid had dreamed of the moment she shifted forms almost every night for two months. Each time the lucid dream brought back the pure joy of embracing something in herself she didn’t know she could, followed by the intense fury at the betrayal from not just Ronin, but her father.

“I really am sorry, As. There were reasons I didn’t want you to come. I wasn’t worried the other Fae would find you, I was worried your father would. Patrick is an amazing being, and he’s not wrong for wanting time with you.” Her mother dropped a quick kiss on Astrid’s head. “You were amazing at ten and you’re even more amazing now. He would be a fool not to want to get to know you.”

“Then why did he try to destroy me?” Astrid ignored the burn in her nose that signaled a wave of tears. She couldn’t think about her father without becoming furious and heartbroken all at the same time. 

“He didn’t see it like that, Sweetie.” Her mother sat in the chair across from Astrid. “He was wrong, but he isn’t evil.”

“I miss him,” Astrid blinked, and the unshed tears slipped down her cheeks.

“Oh, As,” Her mother was by her side, tucking Astrid’s head against her body in an instant like when she was a child. “Are you certain you want to stay? The longer you’re in Ireland I fear the more hope you’ll hold of him showing up one day.”

Astrid could have told her mother she knew that would not happen. Four days after her last return to the Realm of Humans, Bronnon showed up. She’d caught sight of his chestnut coat just beyond the property line and rushed out while her mother slept.

With her removal from the Realm of the Fae, her father had brokered peace. As long as she did not return, the threats to her life would be rescinded. With the inclusion that her father was never to set a foot or hoof in the Realm of Humans for the remainder of his life.

So no, her father would never come for her again. Ronin would never show after she walked away from him without a word, and her life was no longer in danger.

Then why are you so damn miserable?

Astrid knew the answer. She was angry that she’d found and lost her father in the span of a few months, but she was angrier at Ronin. He betrayed her heart in a way she could never get over. Call it teen melodrama, but even after a few months she knew Ronin was the only man she’d ever truly connect with. Perhaps it was because she had the blood of unicorns in her veins, or perhaps he was just everything she hadn’t known she’d wanted.

And he tried to kill a part of you just like your father. He didn’t love your humanity.

“Am I good to go?”

Her mother nodded. “Maybe check for the galleries for an assistant position?”

Astrid had never told her mother that she wanted to work for Nat Geo as a photojournalist, but she was surprised her mother caught on to how much she loved photos. When she’d first arrived, Astrid had every intention of documenting the moments here. She’d spent so many of them in another realm, she hardly had any.

“That’s a great idea, thanks, Mom.” Astrid pushed the chair out and stood up.

So much time had passed that she couldn’t help but focus on all the lost time as she grabbed her heavy coat off the rack before pushing open the back door. Stepping into her snow boots, Astrid closed her eyes and took in the bitter cold before stepping outside. 

She’d arrived at the beginning of summer, and winter already coated Ireland in whiteness. 

Shrugging the coat on, Astrid ignored the persistent urge to seek out a glimmering white spot in the snow. She’d searched for Ronin every day for the last two months. He’d never appeared.

Something caught her eye as she tugged on the leather glove and Astrid whipped her head to follow the movement. 

There was nothing.

 

Not even tracks in the snow that would indicate Ronin had watched her. 

There were never tracks in the snow.

“Why do you keep doing this to yourself?” Astrid kicked up snow as she trudged around the side of the house to reach the road.

She missed Ronin more than she could ever admit, but she had to believe it was because he did vanish into nothingness. She’d never taken a photo with him. She’d never had a phone call or text conversation with him. He was just there one day and gone the next, stealing her heart with his magic trick.

“Could you be making yourself worse off because you’re staying?” Astrid swiped a glove at the tears still slowly trickling down despite the frigid temperature. 

If she went home, the Fae could not reach her. She would not continuously look for the beautiful unicorn in the forest of trees or the blanket of white. Astrid would go home and work in a shop for six months and start school in the fall as originally planned when she deferred admittance last spring. Life would, and could, go on as if nothing here had ever happened.

Her memories would never fade, but she didn’t need them to. Astrid needed to hold onto the betrayal to be prepared should the unicorns ever one day reappear for her to rule on their throne.

She nodded and sniffled, turning back toward the house she’d just left a moment ago.

It was time to go home. She loved Ireland, and maybe there would be a place for her here amongst the greenery when she was older, more settled, but now, it just served as a knife in her back.

Astrid would never stop looking for Ronin. She couldn’t help herself. Her heart wanted him to be there and every day he she did not see him was torture.

“It’s time to go home,” Astrid blinked and let loose another round of fresh tears. She had to pack, she had to leave.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Ronin couldn’t be certain, but he swore Astrid almost caught him that time.

He’d followed her for months, taking drastic measures to avoid being in her line of sight since the snowfall began.

“That’s not the only drastic thing you’ve done.” He snorted and acknowledged that he floated above the ground thanks to Harley and a magical gift.

The leprechaun had offered it to him as a freebie after granting Ronin’s wish. The only wish he’d ever make with the wee people, and the only time he’d be foolish enough to play with Fae magic that was not his own. 

“And it’s all for nothing if you don’t go after her.”

Ronin had left Astrid’s side for five days. Long enough to travel to his king, find Harley, and return. Since that first week, he’d been with her every step of the way. He’d watched her every move and wanted to wipe away every tear he knew he caused.

Astrid cried herself to sleep most nights. Other nights, she cursed him or her father until sleep overtook her. Either way, the harm the unicorns caused to Astrid was unmistakable. Ronin was no better than her father. Even if he’d just assumed her humanity was fine, he’d not spoken up when she asked him for the truth. He’d lied because he didn’t care about her humanity, he cared about her entire being and he had long ago stopped seeing her as different creatures.

Astrid was a stunningly beautiful creature with brains and bravery that suited her. She was creative, inquisitive, and more perfect than anyone had a right to be. Ronin hadn’t wanted to squash any part of her. He’d just wanted to have her.

“And now she’s leaving.” Ronin sighed and brushed the ridiculously green glitter off his shoulders, swatting away the magic and letting his feet sink into the snow.

For two months Ronin had done nothing to approach Astrid because he thought she needed time. He understood two things about her. The first was that she was as stubborn as she was beautiful, it was how she’d convinced her mother to allow her to come. The second was that he loved her.

Without a single doubt, Ronin loved Astrid. He loved the way she peppered him with questions, and how she spoke her mind and knew her heart. 

Watching her nearly killed by the banshee gave Ronin permission to admit he had any feelings her Astrid. 

Watching her walk of his life gave him the permission to admit he’d fallen in love her.

“So, you went to a fucking leprechaun and sold your soul.”

Ronin hadn’t sold his soul - but he’d made a deal for Astrid he never should have made. A deal that would cost him if she meant what she said.

Carefully, Ronin followed behind Astrid, keeping as quiet as he could. He was still invisible thanks to the magic lasting a bit, but he still generated sound. Likewise, he could hear her silent sniffles and muttered curses. She was furious with him, but if she didn’t actually leave, Ronin wasn’t ready to take the next step.

He needed Astrid to move past furious or she wouldn’t listen to a word he had to say. If she wouldn’t listen, everything was for nothing.

Ronin hung back as she opened the front door this time. He could sneak inside with her, but there. was no way she would listen if she felt violated he’d sunk in, and her mother would likely attack him with one of her cooking knives.

The door closed, and he kept walking, standing beside the windows to watch what Astrid would do. This was the first time she’d discussed leaving out loud, but if she didn’t go to her mother, it wasn’t a problem.

Ronin watched as Astrid walked out of his sight down the main hallway and he rushed to catch her in the kitchen window. Despite only moving on two legs, Ronin had gained speed with his comfort in his human form. 

There. In the kitchen. Ronin’s stomach sank down to his knees. She’d run straight to her mother. He couldn’t hear her, but Emmaline quickly tugged Astrid into a hug and Ronin knew the truth.

“If she walks up the stairs, go knock on the damn door.” 

Astrid didn’t move from her mother’s embrace. She stayed, for quite some time, with her mother slowly stroking a hand from the top of Astrid’s head down to her shoulders. If Astrid were crying, Ronin couldn’t see, but he knew a gesture of comfort when he saw one.

“Perhaps she’s just upset.” To be fair, Ronin knew Astrid was upset, he just didn’t know how upset.

Astrid pulled back, swiped her arm over her eyes, and nodded. Her jacket was still on, and her gloves, but she’d somehow removed the boots during the short time he’d lost sight of her.

“Come on, As. Put the boots back on. Go for a walk. Please.” He hated the way desperation sang through his words, but the odds of Astrid leaving seemed to increase by the second.

Ronin watched her nod and then disappear up the back staircase.

“Sit and wait. Just sit and wait.” Ronin glanced at the snow-covered yard. “Stand and wait.”

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Ronin waited for what seemed like an hour before Astrid came down the stairs. His eyes went wide, and Ronin flashed from unicorn to human. Logically, he knew they wouldn’t walk out the door right that second, but he didn’t care.

His hand bashed against the white wooden door, echoing around him.

The door gently opened inward.

“What are you doing here?” Astrid’s mother snarled already starting to close the door.

“Wait!” Ronin caught the door, being careful only to push hard enough to stop it from closing without launching Emmaline backward. “Please, I just need to speak to your daughter.”

“There’s no need for you to be here,” a faded Irish accent hissed at him.

“I just need to speak to her.”

“What about?” Astrid wasn’t in sight, but her voice carried past her mother.

“Astrid! As please tell your mom to move.”

“Mom,” Astrid spoke softly but her mother stepped aside.

Ronin’s heart stopped in his chest as he took in the bloodshot eyes and dark circles under her eyes. She’d been crying the entire time.

“Astrid,” he reached for her, but she stepped aside. “I deserved that.”

“Come in before you cause us all to catch a chill.” Emmaline spat.

“Sorry, I don’t feel the cold, remember.” Ronin stepped in and pulled the door shut behind him.

“Astrid, can we talk alone?”

He expected her to say he could say anything in front of Emmaline. And he could, but he’d prefer not.

“Fine.” she turned and started up the stairs. “Are you coming?”

He shouldn’t have been concerned with how many times he’d been in her room when it was just the two of them here, but for some reason, good sense made him pause with her mom in the house.

“Follow her or get out. We have a plane to catch.” Emmaline glowered and turned to walk toward the sink.

Ronin jumped to follow Astrid, walking a few steps behind her until they reached her mom, and he followed her inside.

“What could you possibly have to say to me that would make a difference?”

“I’ve not left your side in the last two months. I’ve seen your tears, your struggle to get things done. I’ve been right here, Astrid. Regardless of what you think about me, I was here. In your realm.”

“Do you want a cookie?” She snarled, her eyes narrowing. “I don’t see why that matters.”

“Damn it!” Ronin grabbed her wrist and tugged her against him, his mouth slanting over hers before she could protest.

His heartbeat sped up, increasing to match the frantic pace of Astrid’s as he allowed his hand to release her wrist and travel into her hair. Ronin’s tongue slid over the seam of her lips, tasting the salt from her tears, and wishing he could wash them away.

When her mouth parted on a sigh, Ronin let his tongue tangle with hers. Everything sparked white as their kiss deepened and nearly knocked Ronin down to his knees. He couldn’t think of a time when anything mattered more than holding Astrid.

“Astrid,” he whispered, pulling back but leaving his hand twisted in her hair. “I’m sorry, I’ve always been better with actions than words.”

She stared at him, her green eyes round and unmoving.

“Astrid.”

“How could you do that?” Her fingers grazed over her lips and Ronin slipped his hand from her hair, letting her step back.

“I could do it because it’s been my fantasy every waking moment for the last season. I could do it because I know you were getting ready to leave.” Ronin closed the space between them, his toes bumping into hers because he still didn’t wear shoes. “I could do it because I love you.”

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Astrid’s breath caught in her throat. Her heart - the one that thumped in perfect rhythm with Ronin’s - skipped at least two beats before resuming the harmony.

He’d said the words she feared he’d say. Feared them because she knew the moment she heard them that her entire world crashed down around her. And it was because she knew she loved him. Astrid loved Ronin with every ounce of blood - human and unicorn - running in her veins. She loved him with every breath she took.

“Did you hear me?” Ronin took her hand in his, his thumb swirling over the top of it. “I love you, Astrid. I’m sorry I wasn’t completely honest with you. I didn’t want to lose you and I truly thought you weren’t in any danger. I’m not your father. I wasn’t on board with what he did, but a unicorn is magically linked to their king and queen - to their princess.” He squeezed her hand and Astrid nearly crumbled into his arms.

Honesty was on the tip of her tongue, but Astrid couldn’t bring herself to say the words. If she said them, she couldn’t take them back. She wouldn’t be her mother. She wouldn’t live and love with a man who couldn’t be there for her … always.

You’re eighteen, are you certain he’s your always? Astrid looked into Ronin’s eyes and knew he was her entire world. She loved him and there was no set age that would make her know any better than she knew at that moment.

“And what about the simple fact that we belong in two different realms? I know the rules, Ronin. Bronnon was exceptionally clear when he spoke to me. I cannot return to your realm, or I’ll incite a war.”

He’d never explicitly said he would never stay in her realm, but could he travel to NYC and be a unicorn in the city? Could he be safe and not be caught? He couldn’t hold his form for long, and she had no clue if he had a job he could go do or a place he could live.

They were doomed and his admittance of love did nothing except destroy what little hope to return to normal Astrid had because she would never be okay without him, and she did have to go to college. She couldn’t hide away in the cottage for the rest of her life.

“Do you trust me? Do you trust what I will tell you?”

Astrid paused. Months ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated. Ronin had been the only honest person with her … her entire life. Until he wasn’t. Could she trust him again?

“I’m not certain.”

“I made a deal, As. Well, I asked for a wish. From Harley.”

She knew where this would go. “Stop right now. I’m not trading one year with you for any without you. This is all or nothing, Ronin. I won’t have you screaming you love me from the mountaintops to vanish from my life forever.”

He smirked, and she wanted to punch him. 

“I’m technically not screaming it from anywhere. But I will if you would like.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m serious!”

“My deal isn’t the same. A wish can be granted. I owe Harley something I will not discuss with any but your father, but I will hold my human form for as long as I wish.”

“And what is the catch?”

“I can never shift. A single shift will break the wish. I’ll be unicorn again, with the ability to hold my human form just hours at a time.”

“But you won’t have to leave like my father did?”

“I am not a king. I will answer to the princess. To my princess, and whatever she commands.” He looked so deeply into her eyes Astrid nearly believed him. “As, you’re still not saying anything.”

She’d seen him panicked only a few times, all warranted, but the tension in his cheeks right now spoke of a tightly clenched jaw and his eyes darted back and forth as if he waited for something to jump out at them. 

“Could you do it? Give up your true form for me? I wouldn’t for you. I chose not to.” Saying the words hurt her physically as her chest tightened with regret, but it was true, and she’d only been alive eighteen years. He’d been a unicorn far longer.

“I would try with every fiber of my being and if I fail, I would never leave you. Or the family we will have together.” 

Astrid closed her eyes and sucked in a breath of air through her nose. She could walk away from him forever or she could do what her heart screamed at her to do.

“Ooo!” She snarled, clenching her fists. “It’s not as if I didn’t go and fall in love with a fucking fae, Foo!”

His eyes snapped open wider as he stared at her. “What?”

“You heard me, you big dummy. I love you, Ronin. At first, I thought you were just a good friend, but it’s more than that. I want to be around you because you make me better. You have been everything I never knew I needed in a person. Come back to New York with me. Let me finish being me.”

His arms wrapped around her, his mouth dropping to her lips and pausing a centimeter above them.

“Say it again. You have to for this work.”

“I love you,” she whispered, hearing him speak the words at the same time.

The same white light that always flared and blinded her when he shifted happened, but when she blinked, Astrid could still feel Ronin’s hands in hers. She could still see him, too.

“You’re,” she started.

“Still human. Yeah.” He kissed her again, stopping any possible response.

Astrid fell against Ronin, her hands encircling his neck even as she remembered her mother downstairs. “Ronin, my mom.”

He groaned against her lips. “I waited half a year to kiss you, and you’re going to remember your mother right now.”

She laughed. “Only because I’d like for you to do a lot more than kiss me.”

“Well, then, let’s go tell your mother to catch a flight for one. What I’m thinking of is going to take a very long time in human form.”

Astrid smacked his chest playfully but wanted everything he promised her. “Mom!” Astrid shouted, nearly tripping over her feet as she went to politely kick her mother out.
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Hai Rong

I licked my lips and hesitated before knocking on the door. Brianna was going to think I was a complete fool, if she didn’t already.

Cai Hong raised an eyebrow from where he stood guarding the Queen’s door, his arms folded. I didn’t meet his eyes. “It’s nothing, Hong. I just want to chat to her about something. Nothing important.”

His other eyebrow rose to meet the second and I glared at him, hating that he could tell that I was flustered. However, he held his tongue.

Brianna’s voice called through the thick wood, and I took a deep breath before entering the room. This was a bad idea. Maybe I could make up another reason why I had come to talk to her. Did I even need a reason? I might be her guard, but weren’t we friends too? Maybe I could say I had come to chat about …

“Rong, what’s wrong?”

I startled as I turned to Brianna. The Queen sat by the fire folding her embroidery on the chair beside her. She looked distinctly curious and tucked stray strands of white hair behind her ears.

I nodded in greeting and went to pour myself a large glass of wine so my hands had something to hold. “Brianna, can I ask you something that you will promise not to repeat to anyone?”

She tilted her head, puzzled.  “If doing so doesn’t endanger anyone.”

Good enough. I ran my fingers over my beard, and it suddenly felt itchy. I started to pace. “I want to ask your opinion on something.” I could do this. I should just spit it out and take the ridicule that might follow. I trusted Brianna more than any other woman I knew. “Do you think women find me… attractive?”

Brianna choked on her wine, spraying some on the carpet. “Hai Rong…” Her cheeks were red.

I sat down opposite her, slouching with impatience. “Not you, of course. I don’t mean you finding me attractive, just women in general?”

A rising tease made the corner of her lips turn up, but I saw her read my agitation, and she smoothed her features to seriousness. She leaned forward and encircled her arms around her knees. “Rong, what are you talking about?”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. I had come this far, and I needed her help. There was no backing down now. “It’s Zhou Ju. She’s as cold and distant to me as ever. I thought maybe I wasn’t making my attraction to her clear enough, so I had a small dagger made for her. She’s not even wearing it.”

Brianna’s eyes tilted in sympathy, which was the last thing I wanted. “There is nothing wrong with the way you look. In fact, being a Queen’s Guard must be a very attractive quality to many young ladies.”

I took a deep gulp of wine. “What do you think I should do, Brianna? I’ve admired Ju since I first stayed at her inn. But she doesn’t glance twice at me.”

Brianna picked up a thimble and started to fiddle with it in her hands. I could tell she was uncomfortable, but she was bound to understand these things more than me, she was married after all. “How well do you know her?”

I sighed, already feeling defeated. “Not that well. I’ve spoken to her dozens of times now, especially while we were all staying at her inn, but she never says more than she has to. I’ve offered to help and she refuses unless it’s shoveling snow outside. You’re the only person I know who she’s let behind the counter. I bought her a gift and… nothing.” I spread out my hands. I knew what Brianna was going to say. Perhaps she simply wasn’t interested. Perhaps I should move on. But whenever I enjoyed the company of another girl, my thoughts always returned to Ju, making comparisons. Nobody else was her, so any attempts to distract myself fell flat.

Ju was…unique. Strong, beautiful, capable, and, unfortunately, completely unknowable.

Brianna rolled her thimble between her hands. “I think that should be your aim, then. To be her friend and see if she’s willing to get to know you. But if she wishes to remain alone, then that is her choice and worthy of our respect. If there are reasons why she doesn’t want a relationship, she isn’t obliged to share them.”

I put down my wine and collapsed back in the seat, my heart twisting. “But that’s the problem. She is so alone. In all the times I have been to the inn, she’s never chatted to a friend or had family visit. What if she has nobody in her life to make sure she is all right?”

Brianna stood and squeezed my shoulder. “Maybe you’ll find somebody else in Stonekeep. Finding a girl here will be much easier than courting one running an inn in the middle of nowhere.”

I sighed, letting my head hit the cushion and closing my eyes. She was right. And Stonekeep would always be my home. I would guard Brianna until I was too old to hold a sword. But still, I looked at Cai Hong and his pregnant wife and toddler, and I saw how well he made it work. Not to mention how good Brianna and King Jian had been for each other.

I loved my life, and I loved my job and home. But I wanted something more. Something of my own, rather than just being a background feature in other people’s lives.

 


Zhou Ju

Three of the usual trappers sat close to the fire, warming their fingers through holey gloves and chuckling into their ale. From where I washed up their bowls, I could keep a good eye on them and make sure they weren’t getting drunk. The problem with trappers was that you could never tell how much they’d already had from those flasks around their waists to ‘keep warm.’ Some of them arrived tipsy halfway through the afternoon. All were welcome at my inn, but it wasn’t my job to chaperone drunk men who couldn’t keep their hands to themselves to their rooms. I simply didn’t have the patience.

Since the King and General Jun had decreased the amount of troops sent to the Eastern Fort following the peace treaty, business had been slower. It was a point of pride for me that I could serve an unannounced troop of twenty soldiers at a moment’s notice, when only expecting the two or three hunters or trappers I usually got. Nowadays, I sometimes had nobody at all. Not that I minded the quiet. I just hoped my customers wouldn’t die out altogether. This inn was all I had.

The door crashed open and four soldiers bundled in fur-lined cloaks entered. It was early autumn, but there were already flurries of snow in the air, and the men shuffled frozen feet toward the fire.

As they peeled off their scarves and pulled down their hoods, I analyzed their faces from behind the bar. I only recognized one of them, and not well enough to know his name. None of them had the look of an officer, and the way they looked around made my gut uneasy.

Since the Western Fort had been destroyed a few months ago in the war, unfamiliar faces were more common as soldiers were restationed.

A middle-aged bear-of-a-man came to the counter, and I dried my hands to take his order, raising my eyebrows as he approached.

“Three ales, bread, stew, and beds for the night.” He pressed five copper coins onto the bar.

I looked at the money and his flat stare. This one was going to be trouble.

I leaned my elbows on the bar, meeting his stare. “It’s a copper per head for food, drink and use of the stables. Another one and half each for beds.” I slid my hands over the coin. “That’s seven and a half coppers.”

The man scoffed and drew himself higher. I knew the type all too well. The ones too used to getting their way. Bullies.

My mother’s words rose to my ears. ‘Let them get their way once, you let them get their way a hundred times.’

“I’ve heard the beds here are nothing more than planks of wood stacked on top of each other.” He looked around the room. “Not as if you’re packed full.”

I kept my expression neutral, still leaning forward on my elbows. “If it was good enough for the King when he stayed, it’s good enough for you. You can pay seven and a half, or for the five, I’ll let the three of you sleep in the stables.”

There was a flash of anger in his eyes, and his hand dropped to his sword hilt as he loomed over me. “You here all on your own, girl? No one to help run the place? Must be tough. No husband, no family.” His breath stank.

I sighed internally. I hadn’t had one this bad for a while. Sometimes soldiers thought their job made them entitled to everything.

I gave him a sweet smile. “Sir, I think you misread the situation. I have run this inn quite easily by myself and despite all who pass through, I’ve never had an issue. Nor a person who wouldn’t pay. You will not be the first. If you don’t like my rules, continue your journey outside. There is no other inn or settlement for ten miles.”

The man hesitated. Muttering threats at me was one thing, escalating to drawing his sword was another. He sneered as he dug into his pocket and found two more coppers and a clip. “You sleep back there, do you?” He nodded at the door behind the counter. “All alone in an inn full of men far from home? I wonder how you can close your eyes.”

My skin crawled. I took the money and didn’t spare him another glance. “One more word from you and I’m kicking you out and keeping your money.” I shoved three beers at him. “You will share the room down that corridor. Second door on the right. Bathroom is communal. Breakfast is served from dawn.”

The man grumbled as he took the ales to a table where his companions were waiting, watching us with uneasy expressions. I hoped that would be all the trouble I got from them, but I tasted bile in the back of my throat.

The private door behind the bar led to the kitchen, where no guests were allowed to enter under any circumstance. Well, apart from the odd woman to help me prepare lotions when soldiers were injured. I closed the door and latched it behind me, before finding three bowls.

A large fire roared in the heath and on it boiled my perpetual stew. Every day I added something new to it and kept it topped up with water. The fire never went out and so the pot never fell below boiling, keeping the meat from spoiling or the vegetables from rotting. It could feed up to thirty people with no notice.

The smell of the stew coupled with the scents of the dried herbs hanging from the ceiling relaxed me. They were my smells. My home. I took my time ladling the three bowls of stew and gave smaller portions than usual. After sawing off the stalest parts of bread, I put them on a tray and took a deep breath before flipping the latch and carrying them back into the common room.

The soldiers fell silent as I placed the food onto their table. They looked tired and hungry. Hopefully once they had some food in their bellies, they would be in a more reasonable mood. Not that was any excuse.

One of the regular trappers waved me over. “More ale please, Ju.”

As I returned with his request he bent toward me. His long black hair tied into a top knot was more grey every time he visited. He was always kind, though barely had two coins to rub together, and not much between the ears either. Still, he brought rabbits for my pot regularly enough for him to always be welcome. “Are those lot causing you trouble, my dear?”

I gave him a reassuring smile. “Nothing I can’t handle.” I patted the sword and dagger at my waist for good measure to remind him I was perfectly capable of handling myself, as all Borderlanders should be. My long leather tunic was thick enough to take a scuffle too. Not that it ever came to that.

“Well, if you need any help, just let us know, all right?”

I loaded their dirty mugs onto my tray. “Thank you. But as I said, I can handle it. I’m used to people with more muscles than sense.”

The trapper chuckled as he took a long draught of beer, bubbles lining his beard. “I’m sure you are, love.” He swayed slightly. No more alcohol for this lot, that was sure.

The guests served and content, I entered the cold twilight to check on the animals, tugging my thick woolen scarf over my nose. The tension instantly lifted from my chest. I loved this time, where the hillsides were still, and the pine trees stretched their long shadows across the snow-dabbled grass. Often the silence was only pierced by the waking cries of owls or wolves. Or the soft voices of Spirit-Beasts and creatures with traces of the Old Blood that traveled on the wind. This was the time the Borderlands were the most beautiful.

The goat and chickens were secured for the night, and there were no holes or loose boards a fox could exploit. Beside their paddock, mother’s gravestone leaned against a gnarled oak tree, its reddened leaves barely holding on as winter approached. I kissed two fingers and stroked the head stone as I did every night. I imagined her smiling back at me every evening, proud that I was running the inn she had poured her heart and soul into. I missed her every second of every day.

Father had taken everything from her, everything but me. We had created this refuge without his taint. She would be so happy to see what it had become: a place where even royalty had sheltered, a sanctuary for all who needed it.

Still, I wished she were still here with me to share the joys and defeats, and gossip about the things the guests had said.

I checked the stable doors were bolted and that the water trough hadn’t frozen over. The dusk skies were clearing, so I expected there would be heavy frost tonight. I threw in some extra hay on their beds, not that they really needed it. I had always preferred animals to people and snuck them a few carrots that I had intended for the stew.

The three newcomer’s horses weren’t as fine as most soldiers’ steeds. They were older, less muscular. I frowned as I stroked one’s soft muzzle, its lips mouthing my fingers for food. It seemed they really were putting less effort into guarding the Border now they had the new peace treaty with the Spirit-Beasts to the north. I wasn’t sure if the knowledge comforted or terrified me. I had seen plenty of attacks in my lifetime by Spirit-Beasts and Nameless. Everyone knew those north of the Border couldn’t be trusted; they were driven mad by the Old Magic. Could they hold to a treaty?

I sighed, rubbing my hands up and down a horse’s neck. Those were other people’s problems. My role was merely to provide a haven where people most needed one. Even if that occasionally meant unsavory guests.

I returned to the common room and triple bolted the door to the outside. If anyone arrived late at night, they would have to shelter in the stables. Even with the newly brokered peace, it would be foolish for anyone to travel this road at night and people had been killed in this area many times since I’d lived here. This far north, the Land’s Song was strong, making even the normal animals large. Wolves and bears alike would be stocking up their fat reserves for winter. And the worst monsters were human. I knew that only too well.

I cleared away the three empty bowls as the soldiers called for more ale and settled behind the bar, where I could keep an eye. I found it fascinating watching the different sorts of guests. Mostly, I was invisible to them and could overhear stories and secrets that gave glimpses into their worlds. I would pretend to clean or write in the ledger book, and just listen, learning the world while never leaving the inn.

These men, however, had awkward conversations as if they barely knew each other and kept their personal lives close to their chests. One didn’t talk at all and glanced at me periodically through the corner of his eyes. Shivers ran down my spine when our eyes met.

The soldiers appeared to be intending to stay up late, so I covered the bar and left them to it, locking the latch behind me as I walked down the few steps into the kitchen. 

The soft sound of the endless bubbling stew greeted me, and I spooned myself a bowl and ate it while toasting a slice of bread. Every day it tasted slightly different, or so I convinced myself. Sometimes I wondered if I could really taste it at all.

My bedroom sat on top of the kitchen, the large fireplace effectively warming both. I climbed the rickety wooden stairs, reminding myself again that I needed to get around to fixing the loose one, and opened my bedroom door. Sandy fur rushed at me, and heavy paws hit my shoulders, making me stagger back. I laughed at the greeting.

The huge mountain lion pushed her cheek into my neck and rubbed, begging for an ear scratch. I pushed her off me, unhooking her huge claws from my tunic, before massaging the fur behind her ears and around the back of her neck. She lifted her nose up to the air and started to purr, her back stretching out and her tail patting and hooking around my arm.

My bedding was mostly on the floor, and new scratch marks lined the door post, the gouges in the wood too deep to sand over. I sighed. “You’ve done it again. I told you not to. Why can’t you use a tree?”

Miala looked at the door post and her voice sounded sulky in my head. ‘It wasn’t dark yet, so I couldn’t go out, and my claws needed sharpening. I couldn’t bear it any longer. They itched’

“But you’ve destroyed my room. Again.”

‘Our room. So? Nobody else comes up here.’

She strutted over to her water bowl and crouched down to drink, ignoring me. Her tail lashed the air once. In my mind, I could feel her pulsing annoyance at me.

I sighed and opened the door as wide as it would go, kicking the base to help it over the floorboards. “Come on, I’ll open the cat flap.”

I trudged down the stairs, feeling Miala’s excitement behind me, though her posture still looked annoyed and disdainful. I nudged her playfully with my hip as she tried to brush past. Her back was level with my waist, her head able to reach my shoulder when she stretched her neck, large enough for anyone to tell she had some of the Old Blood in her veins, but not big enough for anyone to think she was a full Spirit-Beast. Still, she was the sort of creature most people would kill on sight. I brushed my hand through her rough golden fur, and her round ears twitched in response.

I stumbled as Miala froze before the bottom step. ‘Somebody’s there.’

I whipped my head up in shock, but could only see a slither of the kitchen. I drew my sword. Somebody was in my kitchen? She had to be mistaken. Nobody ever came in here and I’d locked the door.

“Stay out of sight,” I whispered, and edged down the last few stairs.

A creak of floorboards alerted me at once to the area around the stew pot. A man stood there with his back to me, his broad silhouette unmoving. The door to the common room was ajar with smashed wood around the latch. He was alone.

A flare of anger quickened my steps. “You are not allowed in here. Get out at once.” I didn’t hide the bite from my tone.

He turned slowly, his posture unthreatened. Hs grizzled face was in desperate need of a shave. “Ah, there you are.”

I frowned at him. He was the soldier who hadn’t said a word all evening. The one who’d kept glancing at me.

“I said get out. Now.” I was tall for a woman, and I made the most of that now to stare him full in the eyes.

He chuckled. The sound was deep, almost a growl, making the hairs on my arms stand up. His hair was half loose from his bun, hanging in uneven greasy strands around his face.

He spread his arms, revealing a dagger in one hand. “But, Zhou Ju, you don’t even know why I am here.” He emphasized my family name strangely. Was he trying to intimidate me with the fact he knew it? Or could he know… no. That would be impossible.

I leveled my sword. “This is your last chance. Get out now, or I will make you.” I drew out the last four words.

He scoffed. “Now, now, Ju. No need to get your hackles up.” I hated the way he said my name as if he knew me. “Let’s have a little chat shall we.”

I launched at him, and my sword caught his dagger, freeing it from his hand and making it skid across the floorboards. The man hissed as my blade bit into his palm, and I stepped back into a defensive position.

“Get out,” I hissed.

The idiot drew his sword instead, the lines of his face engraved with anger. “You think you’re tough, Ju? You have no idea what you’re dealing with. Now sit down and shut up.”

He swung at me, and I parried, turning sideways to deflect the force behind the blow. The man grunted as if surprised at my strength. He attacked again, and I blocked easily. The sound of metal scraping metal rang loudly in the quiet room. Maybe it would wake the trappers. Not that I needed their help. I didn’t need anyone’s help.

I ducked as the man swung wildly at my head, and I kicked out low in a circle, my foot hooking him behind the knee. His leg crumpled, bringing him down hard. I caught his jaw with my elbow as I sprung back to my feet. His head whipped back with a satisfying crack, and I prepared to level my sword at his neck. The man was going to regret this when I kicked him out into the freezing cold night without even a cloak.

His hand gripped my ankle and pulled. Caught off guard, I flew backwards, my head cracking against the edge of the heavy oak table. Stars flashed across my vision, and my mouth flooded with metallic saltiness. I hit the floor as pain lanced down my neck and spine, before clenching my stomach with nausea. I rolled, trying to spring to my feet, but the world tipped around me and my limbs were sluggish. I swallowed the blood in my mouth, trying not to gag.

Forcing down panic, I clenched my jaw to help me focus. The man was blurred by my spinning vision, but he was definitely approaching. I swiped at him with my blade, struggling to stand, and he laughed. “See, Ju, not as tough as you thought, hey? I thought it was all for show. You don’t even have any friends to train with.” He raised his sword.

A vicious snarl ripped through the room, and golden fur flew over my head, colliding with the man. I gasped, gripping my head, waiting for the dizziness to stop. This couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t let Miala get hurt or risk her being discovered.

I gripped my sword with fingers sticky with blood and grabbed the edge of the table, hauling myself to my feet. Blood trickled warm down my forehead and from my mouth. I stumbled toward the fight, every step sending pain lancing down my spine. The man was reaching for the dagger in his boot, his other arm keeping the mountain lion from his face, his skin a shredded mess. He kicked Miala in the stomach, trying to push her back.

A wave of anger and pride came from Miala, and she snarled and launched at his neck, overpowering him in a second. He dug his dagger into her flank as her teeth reached his throat.

The man fell still and Miala stood over him, still growling. Blood soaked her fur, the floor, my hands. The soldier’s dagger dropped to the floor with a clunk, leaving a bloody gash on Miala’s side.

I stood there, panting.

Spirits.

Footsteps started reverberating through the floor from the common room. I looked at the dead man and the claw and teeth marks across his body and uniform. My breath shook as each inhalation felt devoid of air. I needed to act fast. There was no way anyone who saw the body would think I had killed him.

Spirits, spirits, spirits…

I stumbled to the door to the common room. The latch was broken beyond quick repair, so I wedged a chair under it.

I had just got back to Miala when there was a knock on the door. “Is everything all right in there? We could hear noises.” It was one of the younger trappers.

I took a deep breath, forcing my voice to keep steady. “Everything is fine. I tipped over some shelves of kitchen utensils. I am sorry for disturbing you.”

A second voice joined the first. I recognized the elderly trapper. “Do you want help cleaning up, my dear?”

“No,” I said a little too quickly. My heart was pounding so hard that my head ached with each beat, making it hard to sound calm. “Please don’t trouble yourselves.”

I let out a breath as I heard their footsteps move back. I pressed bandages into Miala’s wound and examined its depth while she growled softly.

‘I didn’t mean to kill him. Only scare him away.’

I refused to look at the man’s body again. “I know. This is not your fault. He’d seen you anyway. If he had stayed alive, we would have had to leave the inn. Maybe it’s best this way.”

Confident that the blade hadn’t gone through the muscle between the ribs, I washed the wound and bandaged a salve against it to ward against infection. I buried my face into the cat’s shoulder. She rubbed her cheek into me in response.

I whispered into her ear, hating to ask this while she was injured. “Your wound needs stitches, but I need you to do something for me first. I need you to drag the body out and hide him in the woods as best as you can. Make it look like he was set upon by wild animals. Cover your tracks so they can’t tell he was dragged from this direction.” At least the ground would be frozen tonight, but with no snow. Hopefully that would make it easier.

The cat pulled back and stared at me. Her large eyes were palest liquid gold. She blinked slowly, nodded and took the man’s tunic in her mouth, starting to drag him toward the wall. I pushed the bookcase away from the cat flap, and unlocked it, the room flooding with cold night air. The body only fit through with some persuasion as we had to ram his shoulders through diagonally. Once he was through and Miala gone, I let some of my tension dissipate.

I locked the flap and replaced the bookcase before turning back to the room and the swathes of blood across the floor. It was going to be a long night cleaning.

As I warmed some water over the fire, there was another knock on the door. What now? “Sorry to disturb you, but one of the men is missing.”

I cursed under my breath. At least Miala had a head start. I needed to delay them as much as possible before they realized he wasn’t in the building.

“One moment,” I called. I covered the blood on the floor with a rug in case anybody looked in, and looked at the blood around my collar and hands where I’d touched the soldier’s body. My only wound was where my head had hit the table, nothing made by a blade. A plan formed in my mind.

I opened the door and slipped into the common room, clutching a rag to my throbbing head, and carrying a bowl of warm water in the other. The three trappers and one of the soldiers looked at me in shock. “The shelf caught my head when it fell down. I would be grateful if somebody could check it for me.”

‘Spirits, Ju, you said you didn’t need any help,” said the elderly trapper, ushering me to a chair. The fire had almost died in the common room, and the light was low, the air smokey.

The remaining soldier strode into the room. The broad one who had been rude to me at the counter earlier. I hated looking vulnerable in front of him, but I would do it to protect Miala. If he knew his friend had come for me, this was going to get a lot more complicated. As it was, he was already squinting at me in suspicion. I returned his gaze without looking away.

“What’s happened to your friend,” I ask.

The man sighed, rubbing his upper arms. “He left our room to use the bathroom. Didn’t come back. I’ve checked all the rooms back there and he’s not there. Any other rooms except yours?”

I hissed as the trapper started to wash away the blood with a damp cloth. “I can promise you he’s not in the kitchen or the storeroom. Could he have gone out to retrieve something from his horse?”

One of the other trappers reached over the bar to help himself to the jug of ale I’d left below the counter. For once I didn’t scold him. “He probably got tired of waiting and went outside to relieve himself. Sying can take half the night in there when he gets the squits, and I ain’t using the place for at least an hour afterwards.” He chuckled and I wondered if I should make more of an effort to stop him drinking any more. My heart still pounded in my chest, however, and I wasn’t about to pick another fight.

The elderly trapper patted my shoulder. “It’s a nasty blow, Ju. But barely broken the skin. Just bruising and a beast of a lump. These head wounds bleed like mad, they do. You don’t need stitches, just rest.”

I smiled at him, which startled him. Maybe I was acting too out of character. “Thanks. I can take it from here. I’ve got salves.”

The soldier examined the front door. “It’s locked from the inside. He can’t have gone through there.”

He glared at me, and I shrugged. “I heard a bang just before my shelves fell down. Sounded like something slamming. Hard enough to make my pots shift.”

The man growled and, before I could stop him, strode to my door. He barged it open and peered inside, but thankfully didn’t enter. My mouth dried and my pulse throbbed in my ears.

“That’s private. He’s not there, for Spirits’ sake.”

He pulled back. “You cleaned up those shelves quickly considering your head.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t like mess.” I was not going to explain myself to him. “If you’re worried about your friend, you should go look for him. I need a lie down.”

The elderly trapper helped me to the kitchen door, and I squeezed his shoulder. “I’ve got it from here. Thank you.”

He let me go reluctantly and I hobbled through the kitchen to the stairs and up to my bed. I would clean the blood under the rug in the morning. Right now I was too sick and sore.

As I collapsed onto the sheets covered in Miala’s stray hairs, I stared up at the ceiling. The events of the last hour hit me all at once with a paralyzing wave of fear and exhaustion. If I wasn’t careful, I could lose everything, even Miala.

“Spirits,” I cursed out loud. What was I going to do?

 


Hai Rong

The King and Queen sat in their office discussing something boring and important in serious voices. We had been guarding them here for well over four hours today, and I just couldn’t keep still. I wanted to pace, but when I had started earlier, King Jian had glared at me until I had stopped.

Cai Hong nudged me from where he leaned against the wall beside me. “You’re in a foul mood today, Rong.”

I shrugged. It’s not like it would improve just because he pointed it out.

“Just bored.”

He raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “Want to play a board game?”

“No.”

He chuckled under his breath. “Maybe you could order the reports for them?” He nodded to the King and Queen.

I snorted. “I can’t see how that would ease my boredom.”

I scowled at the fire, the seconds ticking by on the huge clock on the wall. My whole skin seemed to itch, and I couldn’t distract myself with anything interesting to think about. Outside of my job, I had nothing. And since the end of the war, guarding the Queen had become far more dull. I loved my job, and I loved Brianna, but for some reason, the last few weeks, I just couldn’t settle. I’d had extensive training in staying still and alert through long guard shifts, but right now, it was like that part of me had gone into hibernation.

“Hai Rong, if you can’t stop tapping your foot, I’m kicking you out into the hallway.” I startled at the Kings’ growled words. I hadn’t even realized I was doing it.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. The last thing I wanted was to be even more bored standing in the freezing corridor with only the drafts to listen to.

There was a knock on the door, and General Jun entered with only a small nod of his head. He was too close a friend to the King and Queen for formalities in private.

“Jian, Brianna, I have a report of a dead soldier on his way to the Eastern Fort. He was staying at the inn run by Zhou Ju.”

I rocked away from the wall and took a few steps toward him, so I could catch everything he said. “What happened?”

“He was staying there with two other soldiers. He disappeared in the night. They think he went outside to relieve himself and was set upon by a large animal. They found him a mile away ripped to shreds.”

My blood ran cold. “Nobody else was hurt?”

Jun shook his head in my direction.

I bit my lip. Any man who went outside alone at night in the wilderness was an idiot. But still, for something that ferocious to come that close to Ju’s inn…She would be in danger. Especially now it had been rewarded with prey once.

“Do they think it was a Spirit-Beast?” King Jian’s voice was grave.

Brianna took his arm. “We can’t assume they’ve broken the treaty without proof. There are many large animals that far north. Many with some Old Blood.”

Jian looked uneasy, rubbing his chin, then placing his hand over Brianna’s. “Still, we shouldn’t rule out any possibility. Brianna, will you talk to Tama’ha in Senlin? Jun, can you investigate the killing directly?”

I stepped forward. I couldn’t believe I was about to ask this. My place was next to Brianna, and she was going north of the Border where it was dangerous, treaty or not. Tama’ha, the giant wolf Spirit-Beast who led Sal’hadar’s Tribe, had a cruel streak that always set me on edge. But she had Cai Hong, Jeremiah, and the rest of her guards. Ju had nobody.

“I ask to investigate the killing.”

King Jian rose, straightening his uniform. HIs disappointment was clear. “Rong, I know you like seeing Zhou Ju, but your place is…”

He broke off as Brianna stood and gave him a look, her hand on his shoulder.

“You have my permission to go, Rong. Ju has been very good to all of us, and my presence there has put her inn at risk in the past. I know you would take the job very seriously.” She gave me an encouraging nod.

I couldn’t help a grin escaping. If the King hadn’t been there, I would have hugged her.

She glanced at the clear weather outside. “Take Siriada and Bru’ha. They might be able to help your investigations.”

My heart rose. Riding Brianna’s bonded Spirit-Birds would make travel much faster, even if I felt sick every time. I would be at the inn by nightfall.

I bowed to Jian. “With your leave, Your Majesty?”

He sighed. “Go on then. Just don’t get distracted. More men will ride out tonight and should join you in two days.”

As I bowed again and strode to the door, my heart pounding in excitement at seeing Ju, Brianna stopped me. “I noticed Ju is more comfortable with women than men. Why not take Ai with you? There is little she misses and it may help to have somebody with some Old Blood with you.”

I nodded, happy to agree to anything that meant I could be on my way. The more capable people who came with me, the safer Ju would be. Though being with Lady Ai in that small inn would push me. She was a good friend to Brianna, but she liked to do everything exactly right. That was where our personalities clashed.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Siriada landed in the meadow near the inn. The giant red kite shook out her russet feathers, glowing with symbols, as I slid from her back. I didn’t want to land too close. Borderlanders were coming to trust Brianna’s Spirit-Birds, but years of war still made people uneasy around them. To be fair, I was still uneasy myself. If they weren’t bonded to Brianna, and practically worshiped her, I wouldn’t want them near me. Especially when blue symbols still glinted across their feathers, a sign they were corrupted by the Old Magic. Mad.

Beside us, the massive dark brown sea eagle, Bru’ha, landed, Lady Ai slipping off his back. I was used to seeing her silently moving around the castle at Stonekeep in dark traditional robes, but today she was dressed more like a soldier with light chainmail under a leather tunic and heavy cloak. Her bow was strapped unstrung to her back, her sword at her hip. Her long hair was pulled back in a simple bun and she wore no jewelry. I had no doubt she could beat me in a fight. Not if she had been trained by her mother. I hoped she wouldn’t show me up in front of Ju.

Lady Ai didn’t acknowledge me as we trudged and slipped through the mud to the inn. I knew that was the way she preferred, but I’d never been good with silences. “You been here before, Lady?”

She shook her head.

“The innkeeper, Ju, is welcoming.”

She didn’t respond as her eyes scanned the trees around us, making me feel uneasy as if something was going to jump out at us. I knew people with some Old Blood in their veins often heard voices on the wind, and they got more frequent the further north you went.

“Did you know Brianna and I were once attacked by two Spirit-Beasts and their human near here?”

Lady Ai nodded once.

“We also had Nameless attack nearby when the King was staying here. Down that slope over there, I believe.”

She briefly followed my finger. “Sounds like it’s foolish to have an inn so far from other settlements.”

I shrugged, pushing down a surge of annoyance at the implied criticism of Ju.

The lady reached the inn first, taking long purposeful strides and pushed open the door. The common room fell quiet as I entered behind her.

Two soldiers I didn’t recognize sat to one side of the room, six woodsmen on the other. Trappers mostly by the look of them. They had to have heard word that a soldier had been killed here by an animal and that the King was investigating. They would probably assume there was a reward for the person who brought it down.

I scanned the room for Ju and my heart dipped when she entered the room carrying a pile of linens. She caught sight of me, and I was certain I saw a flicker of annoyance in her eyes before her face became emotionless again.

Well, at least she had some sort of response to me. My eyes dropped to her belt, but she wasn’t wearing the dagger I had given her. I hid my disappointment behind a warm grin.

Her normally tan skin looked paler than normal, and her hair was simply plaited down her back, rather than the complex braids she normally wore. The attack had to be affecting her. She still looked beautiful, and walked with her normal confident swagger, which I loved. It felt so good to see her again.

I realized I was just grinning and staring at her and shook myself before walking to where she was dropping the linens into a basket by the counter. “Ju…” I started, flashing her a wide smile.

“Your usual?” she asked without even looking at me. “Spiced ale and a pork pie?”

I leaned against the bar. “Eh, yes please, actually, but I’m here under orders from the King and Queen. You know how I’m Queen Brianna’s personal guard?” I let a bit of pride slip into my voice. “Well, they’ve asked me to find out how the soldier was killed.”

Her shoulders tensed, but she stayed focused on the basket, pushing it under a low table with her foot. “It was a wild animal. A big cat. Doesn’t take a guard to come all the way up from Stonekeep to be able to tell that. He was covered in claw marks and dragged up a tree.”

Spirits, had she seen the body? I couldn’t imagine a more gruesome sight.

I cleared my throat. “Well, they’ve asked me to make sure it was just a wild animal and not a Spirit-Beast coming south of the Border and breaking the treaty.”

She sighed, finally meeting my eyes with her strong gaze. My mouth dried, and I fought to concentrate under her stare that burnt me alive. She was easily as tall as me. “If you’re still the Queen’s guard, why aren’t you with her? You know, guarding her? You must have upset her for you to be sent out here.”

“What?” I tried to awkwardly laugh the comment off. “No, no, I actually volunteered. General Jun was going to come. You know, the General of the Eastern Fort? But I asked if I could go in his place.”

She narrowed her eyes and folded her arms as if daring me. “Why?”

My chest constricted with the pressure of the moment. “I…well, I wanted to ensure your safety.”

Ju turned away and strode behind the bar. “I’m fine. I don’t need any help. I’ve run this inn on my own for years. I’m not stupid enough to go outside alone in the night.”

I shoved down a rising sense of panic that I was only making things worse between us. “It will be nice though, to see more of you.” My heart pounded as soon as the words left my mouth. Being subtle had never worked with her, but the more I made my feelings clear, the more it hurt when she shot them down.

She gave me a flat look. “Well, I’m always happy to help the King and Queen and those who serve them.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a rejection or not.

“She with you too?” She nodded toward Lady Ai who was inspecting the front door for some reason. 

“Yes. Lady Ai. Daughter of Lady Daiyu.”

Ju looked at me blankly and I changed tack, merely smiling. “She’s a noble and a fighter. She has some of the Old Blood.”

Ju studied her, pursing her lips. “Not what I expected from a lady.”

I cleared my throat, trying to shift Ju’s attention back into me. “Can we have two ales and two pork pies? And a room, if you have one spare.” My heart lurched at what I had just implied. “Not that we’re together, you know. We’re happy to share with others too.”

Ju nodded, her attention going to the barrels under the bar. I wished she would look at me more, even if the fierceness of her gaze was seared into my eyelids.

I leaned fully on the bar, lowering my voice. “We will hunt it down, Ju. Whatever animal or Spirit-Beast is responsible, we will kill it. You don’t have to worry. You’ll be safe.”

She didn’t reply, but seemed even colder as she served the ale, not meeting my eyes or speaking another word.

 


Zhou Ju

Things were not going to plan.

I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling, my fingers buried in Miala’s fur as her heavy head rested on my belly. Her purrs vibrated through my whole body, but for once they couldn’t calm me. However I rested my head on the pillow, my hair seemed to tug my wound, and my skull throbbed despite the ginger and valerian I had taken.

It was night outside, but I didn’t dare let her out, not when so many people were combing the area for tracks. I took a deep breath. If I kept her inside for long enough and managed to keep her fed, hopefully everyone would believe the attacker had wandered off into the mountains and wasn’t going to return.

I just had to wait it out.

But now the King and Queen were involved.

I took another deep breath. Again, I just needed to wait it out. They would have no evidence of Spirit-Beasts and their interest would fade.

But why, oh why, had they had to send the flirtatious one? I had met General Jun a few times, and would have much preferred to have him staying here, with his warm, professional courtesy. Hai Rong never stopped bothering me at every single opportunity, talking and grinning like he thought he was the funniest person in the world. Like every girl should just fall at his feet just because he was good looking and a Queen’s Guard.

I wondered if he flirted with everyone like that. Well, he could flirt all he wanted. I wasn’t interested.

Worse, he now appeared out of nowhere since he’d started flying on the Queen’s Spirit-Birds. He would visit for a drink or to drop off some sort of provision and then seem to expect profuse thanks from me. The man had an ego as high as the castle at Stonekeep. He wanted to play the role of savior and be worshiped for it. Infuriating.

And now he was here to try to kill Miala. I actually worried about the lady more. The way Lady Ai’s eyes watched everything, and her silence, made me worry I was far more likely to slip up in front of her.

Hopefully both of them would be outside all day looking for tracks or clues, and I would only see them briefly in the evening.

As if sensing my discomfort, the mountain lion slipped off my bed and started to pace back and forward in front of my door, the small room barely giving her space to turn.

At least the inn was busy again. New trappers came every day, each eager to be the one that killed the giant cat that had shredded a soldier. Idiots.

But I had survived on my own all these years with Miala. I wasn’t willing to lose a shred of my independence or the life my mother and I had worked so hard to build.

That stupid dead soldier wouldn’t take that from me.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

An hour before dawn I dressed and stumbled downstairs, stifling a yawn. As usual, the perpetual stew sat bubbling on the stove.

“Why is your latch broken?”

I startled and my sword was drawn before I could identify the voice.

Lady Ai stood at the entrance to the kitchen, swinging my door back and forth. Spirits! Nobody was normally awake at this hour. She was simply dressed and looked no older than seventeen.

I sheathed my sword but kept my hand on its hilt. “This area is private, my lady. Only I’m allowed in the kitchen. Please step back into the common room.”

She briefly looked my way. “Don’t worry, I am not in the kitchen.” She looked down at her feet which had not passed through the door frame onto the three steps. “Hai Rong explained I’m not allowed there without your permission. I’m just looking at the door.” Her fingers traced the broken wood and the latch I had hastily screwed back in place.

I folded my arms. “I consider the door to be part of the kitchen.”

The lady frowned. “I see your point, I suppose this side of the door is part of the room.”

I frowned, wondering if she was mocking me, but her posture and her expression were sincere. I stepped closer, removing my hand from my sword.

“My lady. I do not feel comfortable with you opening the door to my private quarters. The latch works well enough, so I’ve not fixed the damage.”

She squinted at the door, her face right up to the wood. “How was it damaged?”

I shrugged, though she wasn’t watching me. “I don’t recall, my lady. I carry a lot of pots and pans through. They catch on the door a lot.”

“Hmm.”

A cold shiver ran up my spine at the disbelief in her tone. “Please go back into the common room, and I will bring out hot goat’s milk while breakfast cooks.”

To my relief, she nodded and disappeared into the main room of the inn. I fell back onto the bench and held my head in my hands. I was too tired for this. Dealing with a noble lady was going to be a whole new game.

I needed to get her and Hai Rong out of here as soon as possible.

 


Hai Rong

I was surprised to see most of the inn’s occupants were already awake when I entered the common room. It was only just after dawn, and even Lady Ai was chewing on fresh bread, eggs and sausage. The smells made my mouth water. Ju was a great cook.

Across the inn, the trappers and woodsmen were already finished and preparing to leave. I supposed they wanted to examine the night’s tracks as soon as possible. Hopefully I would get accurate reports from them later. I had only basic tracking ability myself.

The Spirit-Birds would have seen any large cats hunting in the area overnight and alerted me, even if they weren’t strong enough to speak directly in my mind, since I had no Old Blood. Maybe they would be the ones to kill it. I didn’t care who did, as long as it was dead.

Ju looked like she hadn’t slept. Shadows haunted her eyes, and I could see the weariness in her movements. I wished she would accept help. She had to be sick with worry about this mountain lion attacking her chickens, goat and the visiting horses. Not to mention her guests.

I leaned on the counter and gave Ju my cheeriest grin. “Good morning.”

She barely glanced at me. “Breakfast?”

“Do you even have to ask? What person in their right mind would turn down a Zhou Ju breakfast?”

There was no flicker of response on her face. “Sit and I’ll bring it over.”

I scratched my beard, worry and frustration making me restless. “How are you feeling?”

She shrugged. “A bit tired.” She met my eyes when I only stared at her in response. She sighed, grabbing a cloth to wipe her hands. Impatience radiated out from her. “Honestly, Rong, I am fine. There have always been dangerous wild animals up here and this is far from the first time somebody has been killed nearby, as you well know. So all that needs to be done is for you to agree it wasn’t a full Spirit-Beast breaking the treaty and this can be over.”

I shook my head. “We will find it and kill it and then there will be one less thing to worry about.”

She groaned, bending down to grab a tray. “You men and your insatiable pride.” 

She turned and stomped off into the kitchen. What had she meant by that? I couldn’t figure out her thought process at all. As much as I admired Ju’s independence, it was also irritating in the extreme. Couldn’t she open up just a little bit so we could help her? Or accept that we could make her life easier by killing that thing.

The two soldiers, companions of the man who was killed, sat solemnly across the inn staring into their ales and picking at their bread. I sighed as I pushed away from the bar, covering up my disappointment that Ju still wouldn’t talk to me properly. I concentrated on making each of my muscles relaxed and replaced my cheery smile as I approached so the soldiers would feel comfortable speaking to me.

“Mind if I sit with you?”

They nodded, both a little wary.

My stomach rumbled at the smells of breakfast, but I wasn’t sure if Ju was going to serve me or not after our conversation. I tried to push her from my mind. “Sounds like it’s been a rough few days for you.”

“You could say that,” muttered the larger of the two. He had stubble on his cheeks, like many of the soldiers outside of Stonekeep. He had the build of a brawler.

“What was his name? The man who was killed?”

“Xing Tengfei. New recruit.”

I shook my head sadly. “Known him long?”

The two men looked at each other. “No, not really. He was a quiet man. Joined our unit, what, two weeks ago?” he turned to the other man.

“Three,” he grunted. “Three weeks ago. He joined us when we were sent with supplies to Steep Bottom.”

Behind me there was a crash, and I startled to my feet to find Ju had dropped a tray of food and drink. I had never known Ju to be clumsy before. Quite the opposite, in fact. Her skin looked even paler than it had before. The clay mug had smashed sharp shards across the floorboards.

I turned to help her, and she batted me away. “I don’t need help. I just tripped.”

I knelt down despite her protests. “Honestly, Ju, I can help clear this up.”

She stood up abruptly. “Fine, you do it,” she growled and disappeared into her private kitchen.

I stared after her wondering what I had done wrong this time. I was at a complete loss. Brianna would have known what to say. I collected the mess and placed it on the tray before pushing around a cloth with my foot to remove the remaining mess.

The shorter soldier leaned toward me. “She’s been acting a bit strange ever since she hit her head. Snappy.”

My head shot up. “She hit her head?”

“Yeah, three nights ago. A shelf fell over in her kitchen and made a racket. Knocked her on the back of the head. One of the trappers cleaned her up. Then we realized Tengfei was missing.”

I frowned. How did she expect to run this place all on her own when she was ill? I pushed my hand through my hair, and reminded myself why I was here. “Do you know where the body is now?”

The shorter guard nodded. “He’s in the larder where it’s cold. We were hoping to take his body back to his family in Steep Bottom tomorrow. The Stonekeep scout told us to wait here with it until we were given permission.”

I nodded. Lady Ai appeared over my shoulder without warning. Both the guards eyed her uneasily. A lady who did not act or appear like a lady was too much of an enigma for them, so they pretty much just ignored her. “I want to see the body.”

I looked back to the kitchen door. It didn’t look like Ju was going to reappear with my breakfast any time soon. I stood and stretched, my muscles still stiff from the cramped bunk bed. “Let’s go together then.”

The shorter soldier followed us without comment as we left the common room into the cold morning air. There were no clouds, but the weak sunshine reminded us that winter was approaching.

He gestured to one of the outbuildings attached to the back of the stables. I steeled myself to look inside.


Zhou Ju

I sat on the floor with my knees pulled up to my chin, my back pressed against the door to the common room. Nausea rolled in my stomach and I pushed it down, focusing on taking deep breaths.

The man had been from Steep Bottom where I had grown up. Where my father lived. Was that a coincidence? Surely it couldn’t be?

I pressed my forehead into my knees. I wasn’t thinking straight. If I didn’t get a better grip of myself, this inn and Miala would be gone forever. I had to be two steps ahead of everyone else.

I had assumed the man had come down here to assault me. But what if it had been something else? Maybe he had genuinely wanted to talk.

I got lewd comments aplenty, and sometimes men’s hands wandered places they shouldn’t, not that they did either of those things twice. But for a person to come down here so brazenly…nobody had come close to that before.

My inn was well known to all the soldiers at the Eastern Fort and their commanders, including the General and the King and Queen. Men knew there would be severe consequences if I complained about any of them, and so even those without a decent bone in their body behaved.

They had said Tengfei had been a new recruit. Maybe he hadn’t known or hadn’t cared about the consequences of assaulting me.

Or maybe there was a reason he had come here from Steep Bottom. Surely he couldn’t have been sent by my father? He’d never cared about me before.

My thoughts drifted back to stuffing the lifeless body through the cat flap. It was probably too late to find out.

I dug my fingers into my scalp in frustration, the wound on the back of my head throbbing in response. I was strong enough to get through this.

I loaded a plate with sausages and bread, fighting the odd wave of dizziness, but when I opened the kitchen door, I found the common room deserted. Everyone must have left to find the murderous cat. How long would it take for them to decide it was long gone? Two or three days of no tracks?

My eyes fell to the tray where Hai Rong had cleared up the mess. The broken mug was nowhere to be found. He must have thrown it in the waste heap outside. A twinge of guilt made me rush to move the dirty plate into the sink. I had spoken to him abruptly, and he was only trying to help. There was some genuineness to his kindness. It had just been such a shock hearing the name of my birth town on top of the stress of the last few days.

Rong might be a shameless flirt, but I couldn’t push away every small offer of help. It was only dangerous when you became dependent on them, and I was far away from risking that. The quicker he thought he had helped, the quicker he would leave, and I wouldn’t have to look at that infuriating smile again for a few weeks.

I finished washing the dishes from breakfast, but the steam from the hot water made me feel lightheaded again. I hated being vulnerable, and if I fainted it would be a disaster. I wouldn’t be able to stop them walking to my bedroom and finding Miala if I was unconscious.

I retreated to my room for a lie down before lunch, making sure to lock every latch between me and the rest of the world.

 


Hai Rong

I stared into the common room fire, unable to get the body of Tengfei from my mind. He had clearly been killed by a beast of huge size, and the way the claws had hooked into the flesh showed it was a type of cat. That and the fact it had been dragged up a tree. But the extent of the damage was unusual. Claw marks covered his body, yet none of him had been eaten. I could only guess the cat had struggled to pull him up the tree, needing multiple attempts and so damaging the corpse. Maybe the aim had been to store it for winter. But that meant the cat planned to stay in the area, and the trappers had found no further tracks. Maybe something had scared it off. Or maybe it was waiting for the sudden influx of humans to die down.

The trappers had confirmed it had been dragged some way from the direction of the inn, but couldn’t identify where the killing had occurred. There was no blood found on the ground, or sign of the soldier’s missing dagger. Almost as if something had hidden the evidence. It was that last fact that made me the most uneasy. It was the only thing that pointed to an intelligent Spirit-Beast and not a wild animal.

Almost as strange was the fact the soldier had a large money bag, with far more coin than a soldier would normally have traveling to the Eastern Fort where you couldn’t buy anything. Maybe he had just been apprehensive about the journeys there and back? Or didn’t want to leave it at his home?

I glanced out the window at the position of the sun in the sky. Shouldn’t Ju be serving lunch now? A few of the trappers were glancing at the kitchen door and tapping their fingers on the wood, anxious to be back out and racing each other to find the beast.

The soldiers were absent. I assumed they were packing their things ready to take the dead man back to his family in Steep Bottom.

If no more tracks of the large cat were found, I wondered how long I could find excuses to stay.

Lady Ai flopped down into the seat beside me. Her eyes were gleaming and she wore a slight frown. She was enjoying this far too much. “Something doesn’t add up.”

I rubbed my beard. “What? The missing trail?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, the doors.”

“The doors?”

“Everyone states the outside door was locked from the inside. For him to leave, he would have had to climb through a window, and I’ve checked them all. None of them look like they’ve been open in months. This is an obvious flaw in the theory that nobody seems to take seriously.”

I sighed. “Well he must have got out somehow. It’s not like the animal could have attacked him inside.” I tipped my chair back onto its hind legs and balanced it against the wall.

She raised an eyebrow. “You know that tipping your chair is not only dangerous, but makes you seem childish. There is no purpose behind a habit that risks breaking both yourself and the furniture.”

I rocked all four legs of the chair back on the floor with a scowl. “It’s comfortable and helps me think. Anyway, we’re here to catch the animal and make sure it’s not a Spirit-Beast from north of the Border. That’s why nobody has been paying attention to doors.”

Lady Ai picked a splinter free from the table. “There has to be a different way he got out. Also Zhou Ju’s door has a recently broken latch. I think somebody forced it open from our side with a dagger.”

My blood ran cold. If anyone had hurt her…

“But she won’t let us look down there. I think she’s hiding something. There seemed to be a stab wound on the dead man’s hand. One from a long straight knife. Not an animal’s claw.”

I leaned toward her. “We are not investigating Ju. The man was killed by having his throat ripped out, not by a blade.”

She pursed her lips, her foot drumming against the floorboards. “The King and Queen sent us here to do a proper job. I’m not leaving until I’ve investigated fully.”

I sighed. “Well you’ll have to persuade Ju to trust you, then. She once let Brianna into her kitchen.”

Lady Ai pulled another splinter free. “Why does she not want men down there?”

I shrugged. “She’s a woman who lives alone. Makes sense to be cautious.”

Lady Ai pulled an even greater chunk of wood from the table. I tapped her hand before she did real damage. “She’s hiding something.”

I lowered my voice in warning. “If she is, it is none of our business.”

The lady didn’t reply. I looked out the window. It was past midday and Ju still hadn’t appeared. This wasn’t like her at all. My stomach twisted with worry, and I strode to the kitchen door. knocking on it.

“Ju, are you there? Are you all right?”

Nothing. I banged harder this time, a trickle of panic turning my insides cold. “Ju? Ju, can you hear me?”

I exhaled in relief when I heard footsteps coming up the stairs behind the door. Latches and bolts slid and Ju opened the door. She slipped through and closed it behind her. She looked disheveled in a way that I would have found extremely attractive had I not been so worried about her.

“I’m here, I’m here. I merely lost track of the time. I will bring out lunch now.”

I caught her wrist. “Ju, you’re not well. The trappers said you’d banged your head. You’ve never been late to serve a meal before. Let Lady Ai and I help you. Please, we can serve the food and clear up.”

She looked at me for a moment, and I couldn’t help my breath catching as her dark eyes met mine. I could almost convince myself that behind the fierce pride there was a trace of fear. The urge to embrace and protect her was almost overwhelming. But I knew she would never be the sort of woman who wanted other people to protect her. She liked to feel her own strength.

Spirits, but she was beautiful. Like a wild cat slinking elegantly through the forest, completely happy alone. The way she normally moved with confidence and self-assurance gave the impression she was content with every aspect of herself. The bold black makeup of her eyes, giving her a wildness that was almost taunting. But now she seemed smaller, caged. What could be scaring her?

She threw a mop at me, my reflexes only just catching it before it hit my face. “If you want to help, you can mop the floor. The well is in the garden. Bucket by the door. Lady Ai, you can cut the bread and carry the food to the tables if you want. I’ll bring it from the kitchen.”

I grinned in triumph, brandishing the mop. At last, something I could do. I hurried to fill it from the well, and by the time I had returned, the trappers were eating stew with bread and honey.

Ju, for once, sat down behind the bar, watching me with her arms folded like a governess assessing her charge. Her braids were tied up in a bun on the back of her head. I wondered what she would look like with her hair loose and relaxed. She looked so serious. Sad.

I positioned myself behind a bald trapper, so that he was directly between me and Ju. I raised the mop head so that, from her angle, it would look like his hair. I moved the mop in time with his head as he ate, oblivious.

Ju raised an eyebrow with an exasperated expression and slowly shook her head. I grinned at her.

The man leaned right over his bowl to scrape the last of the stew out with his bread crust. I leaned the mop over his head to try and keep up my illusion. The scraps of material swung forward. I jerked the mop back before they could brush his bald head, but too fast. The mophead became detached from the handle and landed straight into his bowl.

I took a hurried step back and lowered the pole. I glanced at Ju who was trying very hard not to laugh. An expression I hadn’t seen on her before. The trapper stood up, and he was much taller than I expected. Unfortunately, taller than me.

I gave him my winning grin. “Sorry, sir, just got a bit carried away. Would you like seconds? I can get you a clean bowl?”

The trapper looked me up and down. “Aren’t you supposed to be a royal guard? What were you doing?”

I shrugged. “Helping Ju mop. Not done much mopping before. Are you finished then? I’ll take your bowl to wash up.”

Before he could respond I whisked away his bowl with the mop head still inside. I showed it to Ju as I passed her on the way to the washing tub. “You know you’re only meant to put edible things in the stew.”

She pursed her lips, her expression halfway between amusement and condescension. “Less talking, more cleaning.”

I saluted her.

Lady Ai was watching me with complete puzzlement, then went back to cleaning the dishes. I gave her the mophead-bowl and started wiping down the counters.

Ju tutted. “That water’s too dirty now. You’ll need to get more from the well.”

I saluted her again and took as many buckets as I could carry to the well, stopping to fill up the horses’ drinking troughs as I passed the stables. No wonder Ju kept so strong and healthy. She had her hands full doing this every day.

The soldiers stood by the road, tying the body of the dead soldier to his horse, wrapped in a bed sheet. I bid them well and returned to the common room as the trappers left to make the most of the light.

I approached Ju, carrying two extra buckets of water. “Let me take these down to your kitchen.”

She hesitated then nodded. When she stood, I didn’t miss how she swayed. I tried not to look too excited as she held open the door to her sanctuary for me. “Place them by the heath, and then come back out.” She lingered by the steps.

As I placed the buckets where indicated, I took in the warm, crowded room smelling of herbs and food. I noticed her firewood was low. I could fetch that next and maybe split some more logs so she wouldn’t have to do it for a while.

“Thank you,” murmured Ju as I reached the bottom of the steps. I went to touch her shoulder but stopped myself. “You should rest. If you want, I can serve the stew this evening to the trappers. You can’t have had an evening off for years.”

An emotion I couldn’t read flickered across her face. Something vulnerable, quickly chased by mistrust. How I longed to understand what she was thinking.

Lady Ai lingered in the open doorway above us, looking down into the kitchen. I spoke to her, while unable to take my eyes from Ju. “Lady Ai, we should get more firewood. The basket down here is low.”

She folded her arms and loomed in the doorframe. “What’s that?”

Before Ju or I could stop her, she jumped down the three stairs onto the rug. She knelt beside a sack of floor and pulled out something that glinted dully in the light. “Isn’t this a standard issue soldier’s dagger?”

“Lady Ai…” I warned, the words coming out like a growl. Ju tensed beside me.

Lady Ai looked straight at her. “Is this yours? Or is it Tengfei’s missing dagger? Why is it here?”

Ju became stiff as she walked down the stairs. She glared at Lady Ai and I was surprised to see they were almost the same height. “I didn’t say you could come in here. That’s my dagger. I don’t appreciate people touching my things.”

Lady Ai ignored her, her eyes scanning every detail of the room. “Did you say shelves fell over and hit you on the head. This unit here? There’s no scrapes on the corners.” She stretched out on tiptoes to look higher. “There’s even dust on this shelf between the pots. They’ve not moved in a while.”

She knelt on the floor. “Is that blood on the rug?” She pointed at a speck so small I couldn’t see it from where I stood, gaping at Lady Ai in horror. Ju had trusted us enough to allow us into the kitchen, something that had taken me a year to achieve, and here Lady Ai was, throwing that trust straight back in her face.

I grabbed her arm. “Lady Ai! There are multiple reasons for all these things. Ju doesn’t have to defend herself to you. We’re here to find a giant cat, not intrude. So what if she has a soldier’s dagger, and I’m not surprised if there’s blood on the carpet after she banged her head.”

Lady Ai still didn’t seem to be listening to me. She cocked her head, yanked her arm from my grasp and ran for the staircase at the back of the room. 

Ju leaped toward her, screaming at her to stop. I froze for a moment, taken off guard, and then ran after Ju.

“Ai, stop!” I yelled.

Lady Ai had Old Blood in her veins, and her long legs made it hard for others to catch her up. She was halfway up the stairs before Ju grabbed her legs, making them both stumble to their hands and knees.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. What was Ai doing? And what was up there that Ju was so desperate to protect?

Ai hissed and kicked Ju backward. Ju tugged her legs, trying to make them both fall down the stairs together.

I reached them but wasn’t sure how to rectify the situation. “Stop. Both of you, stop!”

Lady Ai managed to wiggle free, pushing Ju back. The innkeeper fell backwards off the staircase, and I caught her before she hit the ground. She yanked herself out of my grip, and was already scrabbling up the stairs again, but Lady Ai had reached the top.

Lady Ai opened the door and put her hands on her hips in triumph. A vicious snarl echoed down the stairs, chilling my bones. Ju was no longer fighting. She was frozen in shock. I pushed past her and looked over Lady Ai’s shoulder. She was staring proudly at an enormous mountain lion, large enough to be a decent percentage Spirit-Beast. There was not a shred of fear on her face.

The mountain lion crouched readying to pounce, and I fumbled for my sword.

Ju’s soft, defeated voice echoed up the stairwell. “Stop, Miala.”

The lion hissed, showing her fangs, and slinked into the corner of the room. Her haunches stayed up and her head low. She hissed again, her claws digging into the wood.

“Told you she was hiding something,” said Ai proudly. I could have grabbed her shoulders and shaken her.

I turned to Ju. “Is she yours?”

The innkeeper’s face was so pale. So tired. “Don’t kill her.” She uttered the words I never thought I would hear. “Hai Rong, I really need your help.”

 


Zhou Ju

I could feel Miala’s fear pulsing in the back of my mind. My body was cold with shock, a tremor running up my spine. Miala was discovered, but I couldn’t lose her. I couldn’t lose the inn.

I turned to Rong. I needed his help. I hated to admit it, but if he let word of her get around, everything I had worked so hard for would be lost. She was a prize any trapper would fight over.

“Rong, you have to help me keep her a secret.”

I didn’t miss how his hand was on his sword, or the tension in his jaw as he eyed Miala, snarling in the corner.

Lady Ai frowned at me. “Rong, your loyalty is to the King and Queen. You must tell them the cause of the soldier’s death so they know it wasn’t a Spirit-Beast. Otherwise it could jeopardize the treaty.”

I glared at the lady and stopped myself reaching for my dagger. My shins and elbows throbbed from the bruises she’d given me.

Rong pinched the bridge of his nose. “Can we go downstairs and sit and talk this through properly?” He glared at Lady Ai and wagged his finger at her. “No more trespassing or fighting.”

She gaped at him. “But I solved it. I found the giant cat. You were the one ignoring the evidence.” She walked out of my room, and I pushed past Rong to shut the door. He grunted as the door closed in the narrow space such that my shoulder was pushed against his chest. I hated being this close to him and his sickly charming smile and warm eyes. He was attractive, and that made me uncomfortable, so I pushed away from him and down the stairs as quickly as I could. My body had somehow become sensitized to his presence.

Rong followed close behind. “Ju, is that Spirit-Beast bonded with you?”

I nodded, unable to process what he was thinking. My heart hammered in his ears. I hated being at other people’s mercy.

He nodded, his brows creasing. “Then we will protect both of you.”

My stomach dipped. That hadn’t been what I had expected. Normally I would be angry that anyone assumed I needed protecting, but this one time I was grateful. It had to be the relief after such a shock.

He smiled, despite what had just happened and looked me up and down. “I didn’t know you had some Old Blood in your veins.”

He had just discovered Miala and that was what he thought about first?

I shrugged. “I inherited some from my mother.”

Lady Ai folded her arms and jutted out her chin. “I wasn’t aware anyone had Old Blood outside of the nobility.”

A spike of annoyance made me scowl at her. “Well maybe you don’t know as much as you think.”

Rong cleared his throat. “Ladies, ladies, let’s sit down and work this out. No more fighting.”

Lady Ai flopped down in a chair and slouched. I couldn’t believe she was high born nobility. My own mother would never have allowed me to sit like that, and she had just been an innkeeper.

Hai Rong leaned toward me, and I resisted the urge to shuffle back. His face was so earnest, it was hard not to trust that he could sort out this mess. “Did the mountain lion kill Xin Tengfei?”

I hesitated, consequences running through my mind, but it was too late to lie now. “Yes. The soldier came down here alone. He forced the latch on the door and threatened me.” My chest tightened at the memory, and I dropped my eyes to the table. “We fought and he pushed me over. I hit my head on the table. Miala rescued me by attacking him. We didn’t intend…I had just meant to scare him away.”

Rong’s lips tightened in sympathy, but Ai seemed completely unmoved. “How did he end up in a tree?”

I stood and moved the bookcase to reveal the cat flap. “I didn’t want anyone to know Miala was here. Spirits know what people will do to me if they know I harbor a Spirit-Beast, even with only some of the Old Blood.” My chest tightened again as I started to imagine the worst-case scenarios. Remembered what my father had done to my mother when he had discovered she had Old Blood.

Rong put his hand over mine, startling me. I couldn’t remember anyone doing that before. I fought the instinct to free it, instead leaving it cradled by his fingers. His calloused touch sent warm tingles up my arm and my mouth went dry. My response to the foreign sensation was panic, but I needed him to help me, so I didn’t move a muscle. As the sparks faded, the touch became grounding. Comforting, which was even more confusing.

I suppressed my thoughts as he leaned toward me with an earnest expression. “Times are changing, Ju. I understand that a year or two ago, some people would have killed you for associating with Spirit-Beasts. But Brianna has changed all of that. Everyone knows she has bonded Spirit-Birds and that we have alliances north of the Border.”

I looked away from him, wishing I didn’t have to explain myself. “Brianna is the Queen. I am completely different. Many people would distrust me if they found I had bonded a Spirit-Beast. No Borderlander does that! Even a Spirit-Beast which has never been north of the Border and has only a small proportion of the Old Blood. You know what Borderlanders are like. Suspicious, cautious, defensive. People would come to kill her. Others would refuse to use the inn or want to see her for their amusement. And that was before she killed somebody defending me.” My voice was raising and my fist clenched on the table. He had to understand how important it was not to tell anyone.

Rong grimaced. He seemed to be fighting some internal battle, though over what, I had no idea. 

I was just about to free my hand and distract myself by making hot spiced wine, when Rong froze. “Ju, what was Tengfei doing down here alone late in the evening?”

My cheeks warmed which was ridiculous. I had nothing to be ashamed of. I had done nothing wrong. I left the table to place a kettle over the fire.  “I…I don’t know. I didn’t recognize him. I thought maybe he wanted to… push me around a bit, or something. But now… I’m not sure. He had a knife.” I rubbed up and down my bare forearms.

“What do you mean?” demanded Lady Ai.

I ignored her and turned to Hai Rong. I’d said this much, I might as well say it all. “The soldiers said Xin Tengfei was from Steep Bottom. I was born there. I suspect my father still lives there.” I was unable to hide my discomfort at bringing him up. Every time I mentioned my father, I tasted bile in the back of my throat. “It feels like too big a coincidence.”

Rong tilted his head toward me, drinking in the information. He looked serious, almost angry. I resisted the urge to reach my knife. “You think your father sent this man?”

I shrugged, my limbs feeling weak. “I’ve no idea. He’s not a nice man. I’ve had no dealings with him for over ten years.”

The guard chewed his lip, clearly waiting for me to say more, but I felt drained from how much I’d said already. Finally, he gave one of his grins, and for once it didn’t make me want to roll my eyes. It was purposeful, and I could only hope that meant he knew how to sort this mess.

“Let’s find out then. I’ll write to the Queen to inform her we found the giant cat, it isn’t linked to Spirit-Beasts, and that I will tell her the details later. Lady Ai could run your inn for a few days. We could go to Steep Bottom and find out what happened.”

Lady Ai nodded. “You must speak to your father.”

Cold terror froze my legs and back. Each breath was laced with sharp shards of ice. He didn’t understand. “I’m not going back there, not for anything.”

Hai Rong’s eyes darkened, and his jaw hardened. “Then I will go alone.”

The pressure eased slightly, but I shook my head. What would my father think if a guard turned up asking questions? And I wasn’t sure I wanted Rong to know all the answers, either.

I was surprised he wanted to be involved now he knew who had killed the soldier. He seemed to have no problem with my bond to Miala, but I supposed he was used to Brianna, and didn’t she used to be bonded to a part Old Blood Spirit-Horse? I supposed it was similar: a human and animal with such dilute Old Blood, they could only communicate with each other after spending enough time together to bond. Next to her full Old Blood Spirit-Birds, Miala was a tame kitten.

I shook my head before I could read too much into the situation. Rong had been sent here to investigate and resolve the situation, and that was what he was doing. He was attracted to me on a superficial level, that was clear. But he didn’t know me at all. Soon, he would be back in Stonekeep and life would return to normal. I hoped.

Rong licked his lips, uncertain. “What would you like me to do?”

His eagerness softened my words which I’d intended to be firm. “Forget about this. Go home and end the investigation. If anyone else from Steep Bottom appears, I will let you know.” I turned back to the kettle, pouring in the wine and spices.

Hai Rong scowled. “No, by then it will be too late. They may succeed where Tengfei failed. We must find out why he came and threatened you.”

Again, the cold shiver ran down my spine, making me feel weak. Angry at my pathetic response, I gripped my dagger hilt and gritted my teeth. I was not weak. Mother had said to be proactive against your fears. And Rong was right. What if there was a next time and they were more prepared? 

I drew my dagger and stabbed it into my chopping board, leaching out some of my fear and frustration. “Fine. We go together. But nobody can know who we are and my business is my own. You’re not to share it.”

Rong grinned.

I turned to Ai. “Are you sure you can run this place?”

She shrugged. “I’ll get the trappers to help. Just make sure you interrogate people properly this time.”

That idea of Ai running an inn didn’t fill me with confidence. Rong’s hand lightly brushed my shoulder. “We can fly to Steep Bottom and overtake the soldiers returning the body. Then we can witness their reaction when he arrives. Once the Spirit-Birds drop us off, we can send them to Stonekeep to pick up a maid to help. Maybe a cook too.”

I massaged my temples. This inn meant everything to me. It was more than my livelihood, it was my safety. My future. My mother’s victory. Everything inside me screamed not to let anyone else touch it.

But Rong was right. I needed to see this through.

 


Hai Rong

I shaved and trimmed my beard in the reflection of a spoon, which was harder than I’d expected. Still, it was the shiniest thing I had, and I was quite proud of my beard and its sharp edges. It framed my mouth but left my cheeks bare. Next I cleaned the black earring that coiled around the lobe of one ear. I couldn’t remember the last time I had taken it off, and it was a bit grimy. I needed to look as presentable as possible if I was traveling with Ju. I grinned and wiggled my eyebrows, liking how confident my reflection looked while my insides squirmed with the worry I would never be good enough for her.

Still, she was talking to me now, and I understood why she’d always been so secretive. She’d been protecting Miala. Maybe if I showed I accepted the mountain lion, she would finally give me a chance.

I packed my small bag of provisions and tried to gain Ai’s attention from where she was staring at Ju’s simplified instructions for how to make bread. She was chewing on her nails. I went to touch her shoulder, then remembered she didn’t like to be touched.

“Lady Ai, are you happy to run this place while we’re gone?”

She shrugged, mumbling, “I can clean things and keep a stew boiling and fight anyone who tries to steal it.”

I sucked in a breath. This could go very wrong. Ai was incredibly talented at many things and invaluable to Brianna. But something told me she was not born to be an innkeeper.

I put my hand over the paper to get her full attention. “Please leave Ju’s personal belongings alone, my lady.”

She glared at me and pushed my hand from the paper. “You’re creasing my instructions.”

I sighed in defeat. “We won’t be long.”

She waved me off without looking at me again.

I found Ju waiting by the outside door. She was normally so nonchalant, but I could tell she was nervous now. She kept looking around the common room as if she were scared she would never see it again, her foot tapping the floor. My heart squeezed at her attempts to hide her distress.

I couldn’t help but worry that, if she accepted my affections, we would struggle when I had to guard Brianna day and night in Stonekeep and she hated to leave her inn. The thought of winning her heart just to lose it to logistics was too painful to contemplate. There had to be a compromise possible somewhere.

Ju pulled the hood of her black cloak over her head. Underneath she wore riding leathers with fleece lining, and a split tunic that reached her knees. A wide leather belt clinched her slender frame, and she wore no earrings. Her braids plaited her hair back from her face and along her scalp, and her eyes were shadowed with kohl. She looked like a determined warrior from a story. Beautiful, invincible and mysterious.

She narrowed her eyes at me. “What?”

I realized I had been staring at her like an idiot. I fumbled for a good enough response to recover. “You’re sure you’ve got everything you need?”

She gave me a flat look and didn’t respond, yanking open the door. Behind us a group of trappers watched her mournfully go from around the fire. Hopefully they would not be accidentally poisoned by Ai.

Bru’ha and Siriada were waiting for us in the nearby meadow, which the autumn rains had turned to mud. Around us, pine trees loomed, creating sinister shadows.

Ju looked up at Bru’ha, clearly taken aback by his size. “I’ve never flown before. I don’t know how. Can’t we ride together?”

The brown sea eagle lowered his head and nudged Ju toward his back. She climbed on, nimble and graceful despite her nerves. Bru’ha then nudged me too, and I climbed up behind her. The eagle spread his wings and took a few experimental steps forward, as if judging whether he could fly with our combined weight.

Siriada, the red kite, screeched a haunting cry, then took off to fly south, probably to Stonekeep to collect a maid for Ai.

Cautiously, I put my arms around Ju, half expecting her to bite my head off. I couldn’t believe she was allowing me to do this. Her waist and stomach were hard muscle beneath my hands, and I wondered how she managed to keep so fit when she had nobody to train with. The way she swaggered and held her sword suggested she could use it. Who had taught her? There was so much about her I longed to know.

Bru’ha propelled us awkwardly into the air. He flew lower and more unbalanced than normal, struggling with our weight. Ju’s hands gripped my forearms every time he wobbled or tipped sideways, and the wind pushed strands of hair free from her braids so they brushed my face. She smelled of soap, herbs and her always bubbling stew. The smells were so comforting, I found myself relaxing into her, even as Bru’ha almost tipped us off, trying to navigate a valley. She simply felt right in my arms.

Ju seemed to respond to my relaxed posture, and melted between my arms, trusting me to stop her falling as she leaned over the edge to see the endless pine forests, hills and steep valleys, the land swelling up to the snow-kissed mountains to the north.

“Rong, look!” She pointed down to a group of elk trundling along a narrow path traversing a cliff, seeming at risk of falling any moment. Her eyes were alive and her lips bore a hint of genuine smile. I had so rarely seen her smile, and I studied every line of her face, memorizing her happiness.

The land flattened as we flew further east following a broad river with dark waters. Ju fell quiet and tensed as Bru’ha circled lower. What had happened to her in Steep Bottom? If anyone had hurt her, I wouldn’t let them get away with it.

Bru’ha landed far enough away not to cause a stir, and I helped Ju down, surprised when she accepted my hand. She landed lightly on her feet and pulled her hood low over her face. “The town is just past these trees. Follow me and don’t meet anyone’s eyes. We need to avoid notice.”

I snorted, wondering how Ju would ever be able to escape the notice of those around her, but held my tongue.

Swaddled in cloaks, we trudged up the muddy track misshapen by wagon wheels. Even bundled in her cloak, I could sense Ju’s nerves from her shortened steps and the tension in her shoulders. I reached out and rested my hand in the small of her back, letting her know I would be with her every moment in this horrible place, even if I didn’t understand.

 


Zhou Ju

Rong placed his hand on my back, and the tightness in my chest eased a little. Though I was reluctant to admit it, it helped having him there, even if I hated being in the position of having to trust him in the first place.

I glanced up at him and he winked, open and free like he didn’t have a care in the world. I shoved him in response, but was grateful for the break in the tension. I wondered if his life was truly that easy and ignored the stab of jealousy. It would be nice not to be afraid.

I scanned the sickly-familiar yet aged houses, and saw my mother’s old inn. The peeled paint covering the front was a different color, and it was smaller, more rundown than I remembered, the thatch patchy and black. I wondered if my father still owned it or if he’d sold it to escape my mother’s legacy. He had stolen it from her before she had been forced to take me and run.

I pulled the hem of my hood as low as possible and steeled myself. I had been a child when my father had last seen me. With any luck he wouldn’t recognize me, even if he saw under the hood.

I touched Rong’s sleeve, checked my sword and dagger were in place, and dipped under the low doorway into the inn. Dusk was gathering shadows, and if there was one place I could always find Father in the evening, it was where the alcohol was. Smoke coated the inside of my mouth and tickled my throat. The light was dim and the murmurs of men and women huddled around tables ebbed and swelled. We attracted little notice.

If Father was here, I couldn’t recognize him in the gloom. I led Rong to a shadowy corner and he asked what I wanted before going to buy drinks. As soon as he left my side, I felt colder, more exposed. It was ridiculous, I had lived my whole life able to take care of myself. But I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt this vulnerable.

A voice cut through the shadows, and my heart stumbled at the familiar, deep sound. Even after all the years, the voice cut through me like being impaled by an icicle. I struggled to keep my breaths even, my head lowered. Everything screamed at me to run.

I hadn’t expected my body’s reaction to be so extreme. I was stronger than this. But suddenly I felt like a little girl again, hiding on the stairs as my parents shouted. Weak, confused, alone. That sickening knowledge that I was half my father, yet seeing how he lived. I could never escape the fact his blood flowed in my veins. Did that make me capable of what he did? Accountable somehow? Yet at the same time, I wasn’t enough. I was never enough for him to love me.

I ran my hands over the sticky, stained table, reminding myself of where I was and why. Slowly, my heart calmed in my chest as my body recognized that I was far from the defenseless little girl who had last heard that voice. I had a sanctuary now. A home far away from him.

Rong sat down beside me, pushing a foul-smelling drink my way. “It’s all they had,” he muttered in apology. “But I’m pretty sure it’s only the color of urine.” He chuckled and took a big gulp. I sniffed the tankard. It smelt awful. I took a big gulp too, and we both managed to swallow it down.

He leaned closer. “Are you all right? If you want to leave…”

I shook my head. “My father’s here. I heard his voice. It was just a shock. I’m fine now.”

The guard hesitated for a moment before taking another gulp with a wince. “He was that bad, huh?”

“You could say that.”

“Want me to set the Queen’s Spirit-Birds on him?”

His humor fell flat. I would never be able to joke about my father.

I heard his voice again, deeper than the others. I scanned the room and saw him talking to a man stood by the door. I squinted through the shadows to try to make out their faces.

Rong cleared his throat. “Sorry, that was insensitive of me…”

I didn’t let him finish. I needed to stay focused. I stood and slunk through the shadows to the table closest to my father’s back, kept free by the fact it was assaulted by a draft every time the door opened.

Rong sat down only seconds after me. He was alert now, his hand on his sword, though relaxed enough to not attract attention. I supposed this was his job, being a Queen’s Guard and all. Only now he was guarding me, as strange as that seemed. I straightened and watched the man talking to my father. He was still wearing his damp cloak and gloves as if he had only just arrived.

“I’m certain, Qing Yuan. When I saw the two soldiers on the road with the body, I rode back here as fast as I could. They confirmed it was Xing Tengfei. They reached the inn, but he was apparently killed outside by a wild animal and dragged up a tree. They should be here tomorrow.”

I couldn’t see my father’s expression, since his back was to me, but his curse was enough.

The stranger cleared his throat. “You want to send somebody else? Most soldiers going to the Eastern Fort go via that inn. It won’t be hard.”

Beside me Hai Rong tensed.

My father sighed and wiped his face. “I should have guessed this would happen. I told you Ju’s a freak. A traitor in league with Spirit-Beasts. Just like her mother turned out to be.” I closed my eyes, ignoring the sting. His words were slurred, and as I focused again on him, he swayed slightly. He leaned closer to the man. “If she’d been honest with me when we’d married, I wouldn’t have gone near her. Half spirit-cursed Old Blood, she was. My wife’s own mother was a traitor to the Borderlands. Colluded with the enemy in the worst possible way, if you know what I mean. How could somebody have a child with somebody who was mad?” He spat on the floor.

Anger and shame sent a quiver through me and I simultaneously wished I had an excuse to attack him and wished to be far away in my inn. I glanced at Rong, and I could see anger in his expression too. I wished he hadn’t heard that. The last thing I wanted from him was pity. And… well, I liked him seeing me as strong and independent. I didn’t want my father’s perception to ruin that.

The stranger sighed. “You offered enough money. Everyone knows the risks of traveling the wilderness alone.”

Father grunted. “If I was younger, I would do it myself.”

I scoffed into my drink. He’d never taken any risks himself when he’d been young either. Not when others could do his dirty work. “That inn is three quarters owned by me, I tell you. That snake may have done everything she could to avoid me, changing her name, and settling in the middle of nowhere, but I was always going to find her eventually. Either Ju buys me out, or I get three quarters of the profits. I hoped a man threatening her would be enough, but if it means they have to drag her all the way over here, so be it.”

My blood ran cold. What? How could he think he owned part of the inn? We had built it, my mother and I. He had never been there, never seen it. I didn’t understand.

Rong nudged me. “Is this true?”

“I…” I tried to suck in more air. If Father took the inn from me, I would have nothing. Miala and I would lose our sanctuary, our purpose. Everything my mother had sacrificed so much for. “I don’t know. I need air.”

I pushed back my chair and rushed out the back door into the cold, clean evening air. The breeze kissed my skin with promises of snow and calmed my heart.

Rong put his hand on my shoulder, and I closed my eyes until I was composed. “I don’t know anything about this.”

He nodded. “Then it must be a mistake. We can reason with him.”

I shook my head. “Not until we understand the full picture. He will be ready for me to dispute it. He’ll have evidence, fabricated or otherwise.”

The guard shrugged. “Then after midnight, we break into his office and see what he’s got there.”

I huffed a laugh. “Aren’t you meant to be upholding the law or something? Surely a Queen’s Guard would get in serious amounts of trouble if he were caught breaking into an office.”

He grinned at me and winked. “Not if I don’t get caught.” As much as I fought it, my own lips answered with a smile. His care-free confidence was infectious. “Besides, no one will recognize me. I bet none of these people have ever traveled to Stonekeep.”

I looked up at the clouds obscuring the moon, gilded with silver. “Fine, we break in, but we take nothing. Father already sounds drunk so he’ll sleep like the dead. I know where the office is.”

Rong actually looked like he was enjoying this as he freed his dagger to spin it and catch it one handed. “Well until then, let’s book a room and rest.”

I couldn’t think of a good enough excuse to disagree.


Hai Rong

I stared up at the ceiling, at the wall, at the door, anywhere but at Ju, trying very hard to pretend I wasn’t acutely aware that I was lying next to her on a bed. We lay fully clothed on top of the covers, but every breath she took made my skin itch. Every rustle of the blankets made me want to lie on my side and lay my hand on her waist. I would have given anything to simply touch her.

Her hair was spread across the pillow, and if I tilted my head I could spell the smokey spiciness of it, and even her perpetual stew.

“I can’t lose my inn, Rong.”

My eyes snapped to hers before I could help it. I’d assumed she was half-asleep. “I know.”

“It means everything to me.”

“I know. We’ll find a way.”

“I don’t have any profits or savings to spare.”

She exhaled and looked up at the ceiling. There was a weight on her shoulders that I was only just beginning to understand. What her father had said about her, and about her mother…

I reached out and took her hand from where it lay between us, keeping my eyes firmly on the ceiling. I didn’t dare to even breathe. To my surprise, she didn’t pull it free. My heart racing, I brushed my thumb over her palm. Her skin was cool and calloused. I didn’t move, terrified that anything I did would ruin the moment.

Maybe there was some hope that she saw something in me.

“You know, Ju. Having some Old Blood and being able to bond with animals that are part Spirit-Beast, that doesn’t make you a freak. That makes you gifted and powerful. Like Brianna. Like King Jian. There’s a reason why people with some Old Blood normally end up as nobility. You don’t need to hide it. Not anymore.”

She didn’t reply, but she tensed a little, and her hand loosened. I would have given anything to read her mind right now.

We lay in silence, listening to the footsteps creaking around the inn, and the wind rattling the shutters over the window. The candle flickered lower.

I turned to Ju and found her asleep, her body turned slightly toward me, her hand still cradled in mine. My mouth dried as I studied her face, finally relaxed, the tension and hardness of her features gone. 

I had often thought a lot of Ju’s beauty lay in the way she moved and the animation of her features. But now, seeing her in soft stillness, I saw a deeper beauty, one that I wanted to treasure in my soul. Happy as she could only be in her dreams. It made me immeasurably sad.

I lifted my hand to stroke a strand of hair from her face, but caught myself. I had no right to do that. But if I waited, maybe… maybe she would let me in. Let me be beside her in truth.

The candle flickered out, drowning in its foul-smelling tallow. The inn outside the door had fallen quiet. I sighed, and reluctantly slipped my fingers from her hand. I nudged her shoulder.

“Ju, we should go.”

She groaned and rolled over, splaying out her long arms and legs. Even asleep, she still had a dagger strapped to her thigh. Mine was on the bed side table, and our swords were hung on the matching wall pegs by the bed as was traditional in the Borderlands. I grabbed my weapons and threw the sword at Ju to help encourage her to get up. She groaned again as the hilt landed on her stomach.

“Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to throw sharp things?” She rolled to the edge of the bed and redid the buckles on her belt and tunic.

I shrugged. “It’s in a scabbard. I’d like to see you try to cut yourself on that.” I eased the door open and checked that the corridor was deserted. Unlike Ju’s inn, where the only room on the first floor was her bedroom in the attic, this inn was built with three stories, and all the rooms were above the common room and kitchen.

Ju snuck up behind me. She could be surprisingly silent for somebody who had received no guard training. “I’m sure I could manage to cut you with the scabbard if I hit hard enough.”

I chuckled. “Why do I believe that?”

The inn remained silent as we crept down the corridor, and up another flight of stairs, taking care to walk on the lateral edges of the boards so they didn’t creak. Up here, the smell of mold and damp was almost overpowering. I hoped the floorboards weren’t rotten and could hold our weight.

Ju didn’t hesitate as she led me down another narrow, irregular corridor, despite how many memories this place had to be dragging up for her. She stopped outside a door and tried the handle.

“Locked,” she whispered, frustration creasing her brow. “It will be too loud to break down the door, though I’m sure the frame is half rotten.” She gave it a rattle.

I grinned at her. “Good thing you got me, hey?” I knelt by the lock and unraveled my kit from its pouch on my belt, flourishing one of the hooks.

Ju folded her arms and leaned against the wall, one foot up. “Do I want to know why a royal guard has a lock picking kit?”

I slid the thin wire and hook into the lock. It didn’t catch, so I tried a thicker one. “I have many, many talents. I didn’t get picked for the Queen’s Guard just for my pretty face, you know.” I hid the fact I was having to concentrate hard. I hadn’t done this for years.

The lock clicked and the door swung open with a gentle push. Thank the Beasts for that. I spread my arms. “Ta-da!”

She didn’t look very impressed, instead going straight to the mess of papers on a shelf. I sighed and stood to join her, closing the door quietly behind me.

“So apart from sword fighting, lock picking, and bothering innkeepers, what are your other talents?” She gave up trying to read the documents by moonlight and lit the candle in the lantern.

I bit my lip as I flicked through papers on the desk. Now she mentioned it, I wasn’t actually sure I had many. “I can stand very still for a very long time. In the cold.”

She paused to raise an eyebrow at me.

“It’s actually a very hard skill to learn, and vital for being a royal guard. Mostly you just stand outside meetings all day.”

She turned back to the papers. “That’s why the King chose you to guard the Queen? Because you’re good at standing still for a long time?”

I chuckled, just happy we were talking, even if I was making a fool of myself. “King Jian trusts me. He knows I wouldn’t hesitate to protect Brianna, no matter the threat. He also knows I take my job seriously.”

She snorted. “Which is why, instead of guarding the Queen, you are right now breaking into an office with somebody who’s not connected to the crown at all?”

“I…” she had a point. “Well, this is important too. This is my first time away from Brianna since she arrived in the Borderlands.”

“Hmm. This is my first time away from my inn since I arrived there.”

My heart skipped at the knowledge she was talking about herself. Her closely guarded past. “When was that?”

“When I was nine, Mother and I chose the site to build the inn together. We knew how much the soldiers traveling to the Eastern Fort would appreciate a place of rest in the brutal stretch of their journey. We built it with some help from local laborers, and have run it every day since. She died when I was sixteen. Four years ago.” I paused to take in her posture, trying to work out what I should say in response. Did she want comfort, or the conversation to move on? She took a deep breath before sifting through the next pile of paper. “That is why I don’t understand how my father can have a claim to it.”

I moved to the desk and frowned at a drawer that was partly open. Inside was a series of letters. I pulled them out and unfolded them. From the brief glimpse I’d had of the owner of this office, I didn’t feel the least bit bad about intruding into his privacy. 

I froze when I saw Ju’s name. Only it was Guang Ju.

“Ju, look at these.” I flattened the papers out fully on the desk. She came and read them over my shoulder, her breath tickling my cheek, sending a flush down my neck. She pointed to a paragraph, her body tense.

‘I would like you to confirm to me what I have long suspected. If my late wife, Guang Ting, stole eight gold pieces when she left me against my wishes and used them to build herself a business, am I within my legal rights to claim that percentage of the business and profits? Proof of the theft is included. I have only recently been able to locate where she resettled with my daughter.’

Ju took the letters from me and found a magistrate document dated eleven years ago, stating confirmation that Guang Ting was wanted for stealing eight gold pieces, complete with witness signatures.

I looked at Ju. “Did you know about this?”

She shook her head fiercely. “No.” She twisted her braids around her wrist. “Looking back, I never questioned how mother paid for the laborers or the materials. It felt like we did so much ourselves.” She looked up at me. “The inn isn’t worth much more than ten gold, at a guess. If his claims are true, he’s entitled to three-quarters the profit.” She threw the paper on the desk with a sound of disgust. “I won’t let him bleed me dry. He won’t back me into a corner like he did with my mother.” She shook her head and her voice became a hiss. “I’m glad that after everything he did to her, she managed to take something back from him. I bet she earned every penny of that money.” Her eyes gleamed with anger.

I rested my hand on her shoulder and stared down at the documents. This amount of money was unthinkable. Even if I used all my savings, it wouldn’t be enough. I scratched my neck. There had to be a way out of this, but Ju’s father was right; he owned three quarters of the inn. Ju couldn’t spare the profits. However I looked at this, she was going to lose her livelihood, and her independence was everything to her.

Her father was why her mother and Ju were forced to hide so far away, and now Ju was alone. If we managed to sever all ties between him and her, she wouldn’t have to do that anymore. She could live in a safe place surrounded by people who loved and cared about her. Run her own inn in an affluent area where she wouldn’t have to worry about wild animals or finding enough food. A place where she wouldn’t have to cram her guests into three rooms. She would have even more financial independence then.

I licked my lips and excitement made my words speed up as the solution clicked together. “We should speak with your father, and ask him to buy the rest of the inn for four gold. Then you would be free of him. You can forget he even exists. We can set up a new inn somewhere else of your choice. A bigger, better one.” Maybe in Stonekeep itself. Then I could see her between shifts.

Ju’s face had turned pale, and she was staring at me in shock. I slid my hand from her shoulder to her arm. “I can sort it out for you and make sure you’re not cheated. You won’t even have to talk with him; I’ll do the negotiating. I’ll help you build the new inn however you like, you won’t have to worry about a thing. We can fund it together.”

There was a new flicker of anger in her eyes before it died and her face turned cold. Dread coated my insides. I’d said something wrong, very wrong. But I wasn’t sure what.

 


Zhou Ju

How had I been such a fool?

I thought Hai Rong was different and trying to help me keep my inn, but he was like the others. He wasn’t interested in what I loved, what I had worked and fought so hard for. He thought it could be thrown away, just like that, given to the person I hated most in the world. Let him win.

Instead, he would tie me to him financially. In his debt and obliged to be romantic with him. I would be controlled, just like what had happened to my mother. Just like my grandmother.

And he wouldn’t even realize what he was doing wrong.

Mother had warned me about this so many times, never to trust anyone, let alone a man. Be self sufficient. Rely on nobody so they couldn’t take everything bit by bit until you had nothing. And here I was putting my life and livelihood in Hai Rong’s hands, despite me barely knowing him.

I had shown him too much. Told him too much, and now I could never take that back. Foolish, foolish girl. I had risked losing everything.

Hai Rong was trying to retract his words, stumbling verbally, realizing he’d said something wrong, but not understanding enough to tell what. That was all the evidence I needed.

I replaced the letters in the desk and blew out the lantern.

“Take me back to my inn. Now.”

 


Hai Rong

I stared in horror as Ju barred me from entering her inn. “I’m in no further need of assistance. I can sort out my own problems. Return to Stonekeep and do the job you’re supposed to be doing instead of interfering.”

She slammed the door, leaving me standing in the misty rain and mud.

I gapped, my pulse hammering in my ears. My fingers twitched on my sword, wishing there was an enemy I could fight. But it was just me. Things had been going so well. How had I messed up this badly? And now I might never be welcome to visit her again. Worse, she was still in deep trouble.

I fought for words to shout through the door, but nothing came, and I feared making it worse. Pain and frustration boiled up, and I kicked the pile of logs resting against the stable with a yell. I only had my stupid self to blame for losing the only woman I’d ever wanted.

One think was certain: I couldn’t let her bully of a father steal her inn.

I wandered around on my throbbing foot, fighting my despair, until Siriada found me to take me back to Stonekeep. Ai could follow in her own time. It appeared Ju hadn’t kicked her out. Yet. Maybe she would let Ai and the maid help her a little longer.

 


Zhou Ju

I stormed to my bedroom and Miala leaped onto me, knocking me to the floor, purring as she rubbed her face against my chin and arms. She hated hugs, but I flung my arms around her anyway, pressing her into my body. For once she didn’t growl.

I’d only been gone a day and a night, but I’d missed her. We weren’t used to being separated.

“We’re not letting him have it,” I whispered into her bristly fur. “It’s ours. It’s all we have, so we’ll fight harder than him. He already has his inn and his business.”

I sat up, closing my eyes, expecting Hai Rong’s hand to land on my shoulder. But he was gone. I didn’t want to examine the way my chest ached at the thought. I didn’t need him.

‘You’re not alone, Ju. I am here. We can fight him. Together. I’ll kill him if he enters our territory.’

She licked the saltiness from my eyes, and I nestled into her fur, her purr vibrating through my body. If only it was that simple.

I needed a plan to find at least eight gold, but my mind drew a blank. I couldn’t borrow that much as I would struggle to pay it back.

I swallowed down the rising bile on the back of my throat. Maybe after a good sleep, I would think of something.

 


Hai Rong

I entered my small plain room in Stonekeep and threw my bag and cloak onto the chair.

Frustration buzzed through me, and as tired as I was, I couldn’t bring myself to sit. Eight gold. She needed eight gold to stop her father from sending anyone else to threaten her and keep her inn.

She didn’t want a relationship with me, that was clear. But I couldn’t let her lose everything she loved.

I paced as I examined my options.

I couldn’t ask Brianna for help. She couldn’t spend crown money buying somebody out of debt and expect nothing in return. Especially not when that inn was built on stolen money in the first place. Every penny she spent had to be held accountable by the court.

There was only one way I could think of to raise that amount of money.

Traditionally in the Borderlands, when one became the personal guard of royalty, they were entitled to a payment when they retired from their post as a gesture of gratitude from the one they protected. The King’s and Queen’s guard were normally given ten gold coins. I had enough savings for three more. Thirteen gold would be enough to pay for Ju to keep her inn, and her father to promise to never contact or have dealings with her again. And the remainder would cover my food and accommodation until I found a job elsewhere.

But that meant I would have to give up my position on the Queen’s Guard and let Brianna down. Perhaps become a mercenary. It wouldn’t pay as well, but on the bright side it would be more interesting than standing around inside the castle all day. I kept repeating that to myself.

My heart ached, but it was the right thing to do. The only thing I could do. I couldn’t leave Ju at the mercy of her greedy father.

I washed my face and neck in the bowl of cold water in the corner of my room and blew out a deep breath. How was I going to explain this to Brianna, Cai Hong, Jeremiah and the King? None of them would understand. Maybe it was just best if I said I needed a change.

Every part of me feeling heavy, I drifted to Brianna’s room, barely seeing the cold stone around me.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

I flew through the bitter, snow-scented air with a foul taste in my mouth, feeling adrift in the world. But if my plan worked, Ju would be safe, as would her inn. Everything else could be rebuilt.

The hurt and shock in Brianna’s eyes had cut my heart, and I tried not to picture her as I borrowed her Spirit-Bird for one last fight. She would forgive me, I knew she would. Cai Hong had just looked at me as if I were mad.

It was dusk when I landed outside of Steep Bottom, the symbols glinting softly across Bru’ha’s feathers. The cold, unforgiving wind suited my mood, and I tugged my cloak close. I found Ju’s father alone in his office, half drunk and dripping ale on his legal documents. His hair was sparse and his plump face was red from a lifetime of poor eating and excessive alcohol.

He startled when I entered, leaping to his feet. “How did you get in here? Who are you?” His voice was gruff and slurred, nothing at all like the careful, clipped way Ju spoke.

I dragged a chair across the room and sat opposite his desk. “Guang Qing Yuan, just shut up and listen. I have a business proposition for you.” I gave him a cheery grin and dropped nine gold coins on the table. It was taking a lot of my self-control to not simply punch him in the face. But Ju would be safer if I did things the proper way.

His eyes went wide with greed and the drunken fog sharpened into keen interest. “I’m listening.”

“I understand you have shares in your daughter’s inn? That you sent a man to threaten her into paying it.”

His already small eyes narrowed in suspicion. “I own three quarters of that business. I have it stated in legal documents. I have no need of threats.”

I nodded toward the money. “Here is her portion with an extra gold coin to avoid any…misunderstandings.”

The gold pulled the man’s attention back down and he licked his lips. “Is this money from her?”

I leaned forward, forcing the man’s attention on me. “It’s on her behalf. If you take it, you will sign this document promising to never contact her or interfere with her life again. You also relinquish all claim to the inn.” I pushed the folded piece of parchment toward him.

He scanned the document and smiled at me. “Deal. And your name is?”

“Rong.” I hid my disgust.

He poured a glass of wine from a dusty bottle under the desk. He sipped it, then passed it to me to sip and seal the deal. Sharing the glass meant to symbolize our trust and willingness to work together. In truth, sharing his drink made me feel sick.

He signed the document and leaned back, scooping the gold into a pouch. “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Rong. I will never so much as mention Ju’s name again.”

I wiped my hands on my trousers as I stood. “Good, because if you do, I will kill you.” I meant it too and the man saw that, shrinking back in his chair as I left.

 It felt wrong to give him the money. But I saw no other choice.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

It was pitch black before we landed back at Ju’s inn. She would be asleep, as would all the inn occupants. She didn’t want to see me anyway, and any meeting would be awkward.

I tied the documents to the door handle wrapped in waterproof cloth. I left into the shadows before anyone could catch sight of me. She had chosen this life, and I had no right to intrude on it. I had never had any right.

I’d left no name, no letter, just the complete deed rights and the signed agreement from her father. I didn’t want her to feel like she owed me anything, or feel like I was trying to buy her forgiveness or love. I just wanted her to be happy.

Bru’ha flew me one last time to my horse, and then I was off east to find a new life, a weight lifting from my shoulders.


Zhou Ju

I started at the two documents that had clearly been left by Hai Rong. Miala smelt his scent all over them.

Though I was a little annoyed he’d still taken it on himself to save me, crushing relief swept over me knowing that the debt was paid and the inn was safe. Miala too. But I didn’t feel the return of contentment like I expected. Instead I felt hollow.

Rong was gone, the investigation ended. Everything was restored to how it was before. I was supposed to be happy, my life back to being perfect. But I increasingly felt as if every breath was stifled, the inn too small, my stew tasteless, the smell of the dried herbs overpowering. The inn guests were crude and annoying. My tasks were boring and repetitive.

Everything that had come at such a high cost suddenly felt meaningless.

I only had myself to blame. If I hadn’t told Rong about Steep Bottom, if I had kept him at arm’s length and not trusted him as my mother had advised more times than I could remember, I would be happy now. Instead, it was as if all joy had been sucked from the world. Pathetic. I didn’t need anyone to be happy. 

And from the documents, it appeared like my father had received his money and won after all. He had caused my mother and me such a difficult life, and at the end of it all, he got rewarded.

And I dreaded to think where Rong had got the money from.

I stirred my perpetual stew. Maybe if I didn’t think about Rong and my father for long enough, the peace could return, and I would forget that these last few days had happened.

A sharp rap on the kitchen door broke me from my thoughts. I frowned. Guests rarely banged on my door like that. I climbed the three stairs to the door and opened it, shocked to find Ai. She had left yesterday, and I had never expected to see her again.

The lady stood with her feet apart and her arms folded. Instead of the practical outfit she had worn before, she was dressed in long black traditional robes with a tight purple sash. “You need to talk to Hai Rong.”

My heart sank and annoyance made me scowl. Who did she think she was? “There’s nothing to say. This is none of your business. I want to be left in peace.”

She shook her head. “You’re both being ridiculous. He has resigned from his place as Queen’s Guard to pay your father the gold to keep your inn. Now he’s gone and vanished, all because you two couldn’t learn to just talk to each other.”

I narrowed my eyes. Had Rong told her everything? In which case that was a severe…

“Bru’ha told me.”

I stared at her.

“The Spirit-Bird. I have Old Blood. We can talk to each other. He told me where he took Rong, and it didn’t take a genius to piece it all together.”

My heart started pounding as I sifted through the information. “Ai, I didn’t ask Rong to do that. It was his choice.”

Ai scowled at me. “By the Beasts,” she muttered and grabbed my arm. “You hide behind this tough facade and never do anything about anything! Are you just going to let your father get away with this? And let Rong lose his job? His friends?”

My mouth opened but I didn’t know what to say.

She pulled me into the common room. “Come on, let’s sort this out. We’re going to give your father his just deserts, get back the gold from your father so Rong can return from his job, and you two can learn to communicate properly.” She shrugged. “Or not. But you can’t give the gold to your father. Rewarding bullies only leads to more trouble.”

My mother’s words rose to my ears. ‘Let them get their way once, you let them get their way a hundred times.’

I yanked my hand from her grasp, annoyed that she felt like she could order me around and assume she knew everything about me.

Ai looked me straight in the eyes with an intense look that made me unconsciously reach for my sword. “What did your father do to your mother and you that made you run away?”

My mouth dried, and I swallowed. Did she not understand that you couldn’t ask people such questions? Her gaze didn’t let up. “He…controlled her. Threatened her. She earned all the money by running the inn that she had inherited from her mother, then he drank it or hoarded it so she couldn’t reinvest. Then he changed the documents to make the inn in his name so he could do with it as he saw fit. When he was drunk, which was most nights, he would get angry and hit her.” My voice trailed off. I’d never voiced those truths out loud. Pressure built behind my eyes. Why was I even telling her this?

Ai grunted without showing any emotion. “I thought so. Well, don’t you want justice? He should be punished publicly in court.”

I looked back through the door at my stew, bubbling away as it always had done. Yes, I did. I really did. I hated that he had got away with everything, that he might not even realize what he had done was wrong. I hated that he still ran mother’s inn. I hated him. Hated the way mother had fled all the way here, yet still not been free of him. The way she startled at loud noises and constantly warned me away from getting close to men until her fear had become mine.

I gripped my sword hilt. “Yes. But he is clever. He twists your words and reinvents events to make you sound stupid or overreacting. And this was a long time ago now. What do you have in mind?”

She smiled. “First we need to dress you smartly. Then we drag him to court.”

I frowned. “Which court?”

“Stonekeep of course. He will be tried by the royal council and I suspect the King and Queen will attend.”

I balked. The King and Queen would attend something so trivial?

Ai grabbed my wrist and started pulling me to the front door. “Come on. My mother has already started organizing the trial after I told her my suspicions. We can’t let that scum have Rong’s gold. Or yours either.”

I tore my wrist free again. “Wait. This is my decision, not yours.”

Ai folded her arms. “Of course it is. I just assumed you had agreed.”

Nerves shuddered down my spine. This could actually work. I could make him pay for what he did rather than always living in the shadow of it. But I would have to face him, and the thought of that terrified me.

Still, I would do it for my mother. For myself. And possibly for Rong too. I nodded.

I was surprised to see the maid who had been with Ai before waiting by the fire. She nodded her head respectfully to us, before going into the kitchen to take over. I could barely remark before Ai had bundled me out of the door to where four Spirit-Birds waited. A middle-aged guard rested by one of them, a red band around his forehead.

Ai gestured at him. “Cai Hong. Another Queen’s Guard. He’s here to help us escort your father.”

She went to one of the Birds, a giant red kite, and threw a bundle at me. I caught it and realized it was traditional robes like Ai wore. Only these ones were white. An echo to an ancient tradition of the Old Blood, where victims who had been severely wronged, displayed their innocence before the Spirit-Beasts. Theatrics.

I raised an eyebrow at Ai. “Are you sure about this?”

She nodded. “My mother thought it would be very effective. She’s never wrong. Now tie them over your clothes and let’s go.”

I mounted the bird by myself, and suppressed the desire that Rong would be behind me again. Steadying me and laughing into my ear.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

I felt sick as we neared Steep Bottom. This time I couldn’t hide in shadows, I had to actually face my father.

I slipped off the Spirit-Bird, still feeling Rong’s absence. I realized he was the only person beside my mother and Miala whose presence made me feel braver, stronger.

Cai Hong strode up to me. His voice was quiet, gentle, his mannerisms careful. In many ways he was the opposite of Rong. “If you wish, I can sort this out, and you don’t even have to talk to him.”

I drew in a shaking breath, drawing on my rage for strength. For so many years he had ruined my life. “No. I need to do this. Can you bring him out here?”

The guard nodded and disappeared into the inn. It was late morning, but I suspected my father would still be in bed.

My suspicion was proved correct as Cai Hong clearly relished hurrying him out of the house with his shirt untucked, and the laces of his boots undone. He was unshaven and I could smell stale alcohol from across the road. He stopped in shock when he saw me dressed in the white robes and squinted at my face in puzzlement.

“Ju? Spirits, you look like your mother.” He relaxed, turning back to Hong and laughing in disbelief. “Is she the one who has called me to court? If so, there’s no need to pay her heed. Everything is already resolved. I have records that her mother stole money to build her inn, so I was going to request it back, but the money has already been paid on her behalf. It’s all legal. All documented.”

My confidence wavered for a second, but I forced myself to stand straight and look him in the eye. “This is about what you did to my mother. You have no right to that gold. You made her life miserable from the moment you found out she had some Old Blood. I wish for you to be tried at court for your actions.”

His eyebrows raised, and he spread his hands. “You can’t be serious.” He scoffed, looking around as if expecting others to do the same. “My wife’s long dead. This is ridiculous.” He strode to me and leaned into my face, though I was taller. “What do you think you’re doing, wasting everyone’s time like this? You got your inn. I renounced my claim. Now you’re just attention seeking.”

I glared at him and suddenly the color drained from his face. He started to back away as a shadow fell across us. Behind me, Bru’ha had walked up to my back, spreading his wings and eyeing my father like he was something to eat, clicking his wickedly sharp beak. The symbols on his feathers glinted menacingly; signs of the Old Magic were always accompanied by a degree of madness.

Cai Hong pushed my father from behind as he continued to edge away. He pointed a finger at the sea eagle. “That thing isn’t safe. Why is it even here?”

“You’re riding him,” the guard replied simply, and I was sure there was a flicker of amusement in his eyes.

My father turned even more pale. Ai approached him and practically dragged him onto the Spirit-Bird. “Your daughter has Old Blood in her, you know this?”

He fumbled a response that I wasn’t sure contained actual words.

“Well, that means she can use Spirit-Birds in the trial. Like they did in the days when this country was owned by the Old Blood.”

My stomach dipped. What she was referencing hadn’t been done in a thousand years. Pure Old Bloods had been driven north of the Border, taking the majority of their culture with them. Those who had stayed had diluted their blood with the newcomers. We only had shreds of their culture left, like our names, and traditional robes, and language.

My father seemed confused. “That’s not possible. Spirit-Beasts are corrupted and dangerous. They can’t be used in a trial. They shouldn’t be allowed south of the Border.” He scowled at the eagle beneath him.

Ai grinned as she patted his leg. “The Queen has changed all that. Since Ju has Old Blood, a Spirit-Beast is able to verify that her words are true by forming a temporary bond with her.”

I swallowed. Ai hadn’t explained any of this. I had never thought of my Old Blood as anything other than something to hide. Just like my mother had with hers. My grandmother had been swept up in love with a man with the Old Blood north of the Border, and he had abandoned her once she was pregnant. It was not something she had ever been proud of.

I sat stunned as we flew to the capital. I had never been to Stonekeep and Queen Brianna herself was involved. It was hard to get my head around it. Finally I was doing something other than hiding and it was terrifying and exhilarating.

A strength I’d never felt before flooded me. I would do this. I wouldn’t let him intimidate me or reinvent what had happened. He would answer for all of it.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

The room was smaller than I had been expecting, and packed with people. It seemed everyone was interested in the first trial involving verification by Spirit-Beasts in a millennium.

Father had said his part, making everything that had happened between him and my mother sound normal until he had been the victim of her robbery when she had run.

Now as my turn came, faces craned toward me. A red starling hopped from a wide balcony into the center of the room, his wings brushing the sides. He was huge, but no symbols glinted on his feathers. He wasn’t corrupted by the Old Magic. My heart thundered in my chest. He had to be Cara’karami, the new leader of Thrum’ban’s Tribe north of the Border. One of the most powerful Spirit-Beasts in existence.

“Only the strongest Spirit-Beasts can form temporary bonds,” explained Queen Brianna to the room. Cara’karami has kindly graced us with his presence today.

The crimson starling’s voice caressed my mind. ‘Touch my beak, and speak. I will be able to tell if you’re lying.’

Feeling more vulnerable, yet more powerful than I ever had in my life, I reached out and touched his beak. I closed my eyes, shutting out the curious faces and dozens of eyes, and spoke. I revealed things I had never told anyone. Things I worried would bring laughter or blame on me. I spoke of the childhood memories of Father and Mother. About the inn. About our escape. I was about to stop, when I remembered Xing Tengfei and how my father had threatened me through him. Could I say the truth? That Miala had killed him? Fear rippled through me, making me almost break contact with Cara’karami.

Here, where Spirit-Beasts were now accepted, maybe they would accept her too. If I left this out, father would never truly face justice. Miala would always have to stay hidden…

I took a deep breath and told the whole court the events of that night. How I had found Tengfei was from Steep Bottom. What I had overheard at Father’s inn.

When I stopped, I stepped back from Cara’karami to stunned silence. My pulse echoed in my ears. Had I said too much? Did they think my accusations foolish? Had I endangered Miala?

‘She speaks the truth, and I sense much hurt and bravery in her.’ I startled at the words and turned back to Cara’karami, but he was already retreating to the balcony, which was so wide, I wondered if it had been altered for the Queen’s Spirit-Birds.

Queen Brianna’s voice rang clear. Her Syberan accent normally softened her words, but today they were hard and strong. “Guang Qing Yuan, do you confess?”

The man looked around the room as if waiting for somebody to defend him. “I was well within my rights to demand my money back. I had the legal documents. Yes, I asked Tengfei to demand my money. Ideally bring her back to Steep Bottom. I didn’t expect her,” he pointed at me. “To murder him. Nor am I responsible for any threats he made.”

My arms shivered with cold. Would they charge Miala and me with murder? The Queen’s face was stone. “And the rest? Do you confess to your aggressive and coercive behavior toward Guang Ting?”

He wrung his hands and his eyes darted around the room. “My actions regarding the inn were documented. My internal family matters were private. She lied to me when we married. She never said she was half Old Blood.” The distaste in his words were clear.

The Queen waved for the council to gather and discuss. My heart wouldn’t slow, and I swayed as dizziness darkened the corners of my vision. Being here and admitting those things had taken far more out of me than it should have.

When they stopped talking, I felt physically sick, starting to regret ever agreeing to this. What if I had made everything worse? Just when all my problems had been solved. Solved by Rong, who had given up everything he loved for my inn. Guilt added to my nerves.

Queen Brianna stood from her seat. “Guang Qing Yuan we find you guilty of violence, harassment, threats and stealing.”

The floor lost its solidarity, and I was grateful that Ai was suddenly beside me, steadying me so I didn’t stumble.

He gaped at her. “No, you’re mistaken. You don’t understand. Every transaction was perfectly legal. You’re wrong. You don’t understand this from a man’s point of view. You’re part Old Blood yourself. You’re biased.”

“If you insult your Queen once more, your head will be rolling on the floor.” A deep voice permeated the crowd, and I looked to see King Jian watching from the doorway, until now unseen.

My father flung himself to the floor. “Please forgive me, Your Majesty.”

The King frowned at him and motioned for his wife to continue. She seemed unflustered. “We have decided that you will pay Ju back the nine gold you took, as her mother’s inn was taken by you through coercion, therefore the gold she took with her was not stolen. Her mother’s inn will be transferred to Ju’s name immediately. You will have no further dealings with her. As for your treatment of Guang Ting, she is sadly not with us any more to receive recompense. Therefore it shall fall to her only living relative.” She gestured to me. “Five gold pieces.”

Father’s face was pale, his voice only a whisper. “But that is my livelihood and more than all my savings.”

The Queen shrugged. “Then you will work for free until your debt is paid clearing the rubble at the Western Fort. It will take you a few years depending on the extent of your savings.”

My father glared at me with a look of pure hatred that made my heart stutter before he was escorted out by guards.

The Queen smiled at me. “We also rule that Miala and Zhou Ju acted in self defense, and give Miala our blessing. We hope she can live a more free and accepted life at the inn.”

My heart swelled, imagining her stretched out in front of the fire, her ears flicking as trappers stepped over her to reach their tables.

The excitement over, the audience and council started to dissipate.

I finally felt like I could breathe. In fact, I felt like I could fly. I’d never felt so light. Mother would have been so proud of me.

“Ju?”

I turned to see the Queen had approached. This close, it was harder to see her as royalty, especially when I had known her as a lost Syberan on the run. I bowed to her.

She smiled and indicated the door. “A moment of your time.”

I nodded and followed her into a cloisters surrounding a willow tree. Despite the chill, the sky was clear as she sat down beneath the bare tree and patted the stone bench beside her.

“I believe this belongs to you.” She handed me a pouch of money. “Fourteen gold. He will owe his debt to the crown, not to you. I will see to it you get the deeds to your mother’s inn promptly.” She gave me a sly look. “I’ll let you be the one to return Rong his retirement fund. Tell him, I’m willing to take him back as soon as he returns the money.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. Truly.”

We sat in silence for a moment while the truth of what had just happened sunk in. How was I going to explain this to Rong? I could just imagine the way his eyes would light up and his grin would become genuine.

The Queen placed a hand on my knee. “Ju, I would like to say something bold, that isn’t really my business, but I know what it is like to be trapped by fear. Just because your father and grandfather were horrible people, don’t let them destroy your future too. Be free of them. Yes there are risks in love, but they are worth it. And you’ve seen from your guests how many good men are out there.”

I pulled a string from the corner of my white robes. “I like being alone.”

“Do you? Or are you just scared of the alternative?” Brianna squeezed my knee, turning fully toward me. “You must do what you think is right. Only you can make this choice. But don’t turn down Rong because of your father. He is not the same man. He has been devoted to you since the moment he met you. He cares more deeply for you than anything else in the world.” She licked her lips. “I’m not saying that his feelings alone should persuade you to give him a chance, but if there is a part of you who cares for him too…if you think you could be happy, maybe just…see how things go?”

I looked at the leaves rolling across the courtyard, amazed that the Queen was giving me relationship advice. And she was right, I was terrified of being hurt just like my mother and grandmother. “Surely love isn’t worth the risk of losing everything?”

She smiled at me sadly. “Only you can decide that. But I would risk everything for Jian, and he would for me. We’re a partnership. Equal. That is what you can be too. Love takes sacrifice, but it also makes you into something stronger.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t live a life of fear, Ju. Live a life of adventure. I feel that is much more what you are called to do.”

She winked at me and turned to leave. “Feel free to use my Spirit-Birds to bring back my guard.”

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“Hai Rong!” I called across the muddy field, running toward him.

He turned and didn’t hide his surprise as he dismounted from his horse. I slowed to a walk as I neared. “Ju?” He cleared his throat and managed a confused grin. “I…what are you doing here?”

I don’t think I’d ever seen him lost for words before. He hung back as if worried to approach me, but the way he took in my face as if he hadn’t seen me for years, made my heart clench. There was a desperation there I was scared to process.

“I have something of yours.” My mouth dried, the words coming out quieter than I’d expected. I threw him the pouch of gold.

He frowned, bouncing it in one hand. “But your inn…”

I smiled. “Is mine. Father decided this money belonged to Mother after all. It was made official in court.”

He blinked at me, then sadness clouded his features and he looked away. “Ju, I am sorry. If I had understood what that inn meant to you…I thought you loved it because you could hide from him. I thought it was merely your escape and that once you were free of him, you would want to grow your business elsewhere. I didn’t mean…”

My chest felt heavy. “I know. I never really explained. You don’t know me well, Rong.”

He swallowed, staring at the mud. “I would like to get to know you more.”

I studied him, wishing I was better with words, better with trusting, yet still scared. I stepped back, the moment becoming too intense. “Queen Brianna said she wants you to take your job back and return the gold.”

He smiled down at the money, though he still seemed uncertain. He met my eyes. “I would like that, but are you sure your inn is safe?”

I nodded, feeling the pressure fall from my shoulders by admitting the fact.

“Good, that’s good.” He shuffled his feet. “How did you know it was me who paid?”

I scoffed. “It was pretty obvious. Lady Ai took it on herself to point out how foolishly we were both behaving.”

He chuckled. “Sounds like her.”

We stood in awkward silence as we both struggled to know what to say. At last I stepped back toward Brianna’s Spirit-Birds. “Would you like a lift back to Stonekeep, then?” 

He grinned. “I wouldn’t say no. My horse is trained to find his own way back.” He unbuckled his saddlebags.

My pulse hammered in my ears thinking about what Brianna had said about not living a life of fear, but one of adventure. As I walked back to the magnificent sea eagle, a tremble of wonder rippled through me at his beauty and power. I laid a hand on his feathers. The last week had been an adventure indeed. Did I really want things to go back the way they had been? Just me, Miala and my perpetual stew? Never leaving the inn and every day the same, scowling to keep soldiers in their place? My heart rate picked up even further and pins and needles shot down my arms. What if I really could have everything?

A life of caution. Or a life of adventure. I was going to choose. Not my father. Not my mother. Not Ai or Rong.

I turned around to find the guard only a foot away. He was still looking at me as if he couldn’t believe I was here. His posture was almost reverent as he stopped, raising one eyebrow in question as I studied him.

I’d never noticed how kind and unguarded his eyes were before. I stepped closer to him so our chests were almost touching, our heights equal. His lips parted, his eye’s widening in surprise.

I threw my caution away. My heart beating a wild rhythm, I leaned in and touched my lips to his. His breath caught as he froze beneath the touch. Slowly, as if in disbelief, his arms slid around my waist and then up, so his hands pressed against my back. I pulled back enough to meet his eyes, his arms giving me comfort and boldness.

“Ju,” he whispered. Then he leaned in to kiss me properly and all that was frozen melted away. His lips crushed mine and heat burned away the remains of my fear.

For the first time in a long, long time, I felt excited.

The End

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
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Chapter One

Warmed by the sun, the rock had a nice and even heat to it. While the sky was clear and the sun bright, the air itself was cool as it brought the smell of salt from the ocean to Ula’s nose. It smelled of home, but the breeze felt like freedom. She knew she shouldn’t have come here, up to the surface. She just couldn’t help it. At least she tried to be careful and not get caught with her tail in the open. 

Her father never stopped warning her that if she were to get caught that the humans would experiment on her. Not that she wanted to defy her father, but sometimes being his only child got stifling and hard to breathe. She tried to be as careful as she could. This rock was hidden around the corner of a small inlet that was mostly rocky but had a small beach where the humans would come out to play, picnic, and swim. Ula smiled as she heard the parents yelling at the children to come eat, but the little ones were giggling and letting the ocean tides tickle their toes in the pebbly sand. She had peeked at them earlier and could picture how they all looked. Mom and dad sitting on the blanket taking the food out of the basket, probably smiling at the kids and their cute giggles. Soon the giggling stopped, so Ula assumed the children had left the water for the refreshing food and drinks.

She settled back onto the rock, enjoying the contradicting warm and cool temperatures and the peacefulness. It wasn’t too long before she heard the family pack up and leave. She felt her muscles relax a bit more, knowing that she would be less likely to be seen. 

Plink. Plink. PLUNK. Ula tensed up as she heard pebbles and rocks being skipped along the water near where she was laying. She quickly slid off the rock and into the water as quietly as she could, but it must not have been quiet enough.

“Don’t worry, my dear Ula,” the gentle, smooth, masculine voice said. It came from around the corner at the edge of the beach. How does he know I’m here, and how does he know my name?

“You seem to know me, but who are you?” she inquired, still hiding below the water and behind the rock. 

“You might not remember me,” he started. “My name is Caspian.”

Caspian? The name did sound familiar, but she couldn’t remember the face to match the name or voice. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know a Caspian.”

“You were twelve when I had to leave Atlansia, so I’m not surprised,” he said. His voice sounded sad, wistful, and… pained?

“You said you HAD to leave?”

“Yeah. I told your father something that he did not want to hear. He, um, stripped me of my skin and discarded me up here on the surface like debris in the Ocean.” Plink. Plink. PLUNK. She heard the sounds again, imagining the frustration this man must be feeling.

What could he have told Father that would make him strip his skin and abandon him to the human world? Since this man knew of her and her people, she felt no reason to keep hiding. However, in case any humans would come around, she changed form to lose her tail for legs. Luckily, her people had evolved over the years. Before evolving, this change would have left her naked, but in present times the scales from her tail smoothed themselves out and formed into something that resembled a bikini top and a skirt like bottom. This newer ability definitely helped if she needed to blend in.

Ula swam around her rock and made her way past the small outlet border that had been blocking her from view, as well as blocking him from hers. As she got closer, she noticed he was turned away from her and still skipping, or just tossing, rocks into the ocean. His hair was dark and messy from the wind. Tall and lean, he seemed muscular beneath the tank top and cargo shorts. His skin was tan and Ula assumed he was probably outside in the sun quite often. Probably staring out over the ocean.

If she was ever exiled, Ula could not even think of what she would do. Swimming in the ocean and talking to all of her sea friends was her entire life. While she enjoyed watching and listening to the humans, she had no idea what they did when they weren’t here on the beach. How did they not feel the siren call that is the ocean’s voice? Did they have animal friends? What was their food and daily life even like? 

No. She did not want to think more about those. Those questions and answers could tempt her away from her home and she was afraid if that happened, her father might exile her for it. He already disliked her coming to the shore. She didn’t want to give him any reason to keep her from that little piece of freedom. How does Caspian handle it?

He must have tossed his last pebble. Ula watched him as he kicked the sand with his foot before he turned to look her way. When his eyes met hers, he stopped frozen in his tracks and Ula felt herself stop breathing. His eyes were the color of the ocean beside him, clear and a pretty greenish blue. She only remembered seeing this eye color once before. 

Ula had indeed been twelve. She remembered the selkie that had asked to race her had the same eyes while in his speckled gray seal form. She had felt a connection back then but, because he was a seal and she was young, she just thought it was a feeling of friendship. She had only seen him that one day because the next he was gone. Ula had never gotten to see him in his human form.

Now that she had, the connection from before struck her. She couldn’t release her eyes from his and her stomach felt like it was filled with butterflies. Every cell in her body wanted her to move towards him, and she did. However, something odd happened. Caspian broke their gaze and took a couple of steps back. “Princess, it is best that you don’t get close to me. Your father exiled me, so it is best if you stay away.”

Ula felt herself frown in confusion and disappointment. Didn’t he feel this connection, too? Did he not feel as though his body wanted to burst into flames? He was right. I should stay away. But if what I am feeling is what I know about fated mates, then shouldn’t I be able to choose to embrace it? Would my father want me to be alone and miserable while I age without a mate? 

Fated mates were supposed to be treasured and to sever that connection was unheard of because it could cause their kind to go crazy. Once someone found their mate, whether they created the full connection or not, any distance between them would slowly drive their minds insane. Ula couldn’t stop wondering if her father would actually want that to happen, or if Caspian would because it would affect him too. 

She watched Caspian as he turned and walked away, leaving the beach. She saw him pause for a moment as if deciding something, but he slowly kept going. Ula already felt a heaviness in her heart. If he was truly her fated mate, she needed to find out why her father stripped him of his skin. Maybe he did something bad, but she could only see sadness within him. She detected nothing evil about him. 

If the heaviness was the first sign of fated mate withdrawal, she needed to learn answers. And quickly.


Chapter Two

Swimming back home, usually Ula would stop and talk with different creatures on her way. Right now, her mind was too determined to find out why Caspian was sent away. What was her father hiding all these years? Swimming quickly to the reef that was just off the western coast of Ireland, she found the entry into the tunnels and began the descent into the city of Atlansia. The tunnels were dark, but her mermaid sight allowed her to see the walls with ease. Along the main tunnel were branches of more tunnels that led to homes of other mermaids and selkies. As part of the royal family, Ula’s home was at the end of the main tunnel where their under-the-sea castle resided.

Reaching the end of the tunnel, the view of the city came quickly into view. There was the castle and smaller homes made of sand and reef, as well as mermaids and selkies swimming along with other sea creatures. Some were going home, while others visited small shops to trade food, shells, amulets, human treasures, and anything else that held some value. Ula always enjoyed visiting the shops to see what each held, but not today. She swam straight for the castle’s main entrance and through the hall to her father’s study.

Knocking on the open doorway, she said, “Father?”

“Come in,” she heard from the back of the room and swam towards his voice. Upon seeing her, he asked, “What do you need, my daughter?”

Taking a moment to swallow her nerves, she replied, “I was thinking about when I was younger today and how I used to have races with a couple of selkies in their seal forms.”

Her father smiled, or at least he looked like he smiled behind his silver beard as it twitched. His green eyes sparkled like emeralds as he was picturing her as just a little mermaid. He reached a hand up to push his gray-streaked long black hair behind his ears to keep it out of his eyes as he took in the sight of his now grown daughter. Ula knew this look and that he wished she were that small again. “I remember those times. You loved racing, even if you lost most of the time.” He chuckled as he remembered her frustration at losing but determination to not give up.

“Do you remember a selkie named Caspian?”

“Why do you ask?” King Lir asked with reservation.

“I remembered he was one of those I race with and realized that I haven’t seen him since.”

Ula watched her father’s facial expressions. He had stopped smiling and his eyes had gotten darker. He tried to seem happy in his voice as he replied, “I sent him to live in another colony where he would fit in better.”

“Another colony?”

“Yes, another colony that is a ways away. Do you doubt me, daughter?” he asked and Ula knew better than to disagree and just shook her head in reply. “Remember, anything that I do, I do for the betterment of our colony and for your future.”

“Yes, Father,” Ula replied and took his last statement as a dismissal to leave. She swam back out of his office and continued out of the castle before she stopped to think. Two large clams sat on either side of the castle’s main entrance, and she took a seat on one of them. Did my father lie to me? Why would he not tell me about Caspian and what had happened?

Lost in thought, she didn’t see the young man sitting on the other clam until he spoke. “I heard you asking the King about Caspian. Why do you want to know?” Ula looked at him, surprised at the undertone of anger. He had dark hair and blue eyes that could have been Caspian’s if not for the lack of sorrow in their depths. 

“Are you his brother?” she dared to ask.

“No, I’m his cousin Jet, but I have been asked that before. It’s said that I take a lot after him, but I can barely remember what he’s like.”

“You haven’t visited him?”

“Of course not. If any of us were to even visit him, we would be exiled as well and stripped of our skins. For one of us, that would be worse than death.” The surprise must have shown on her face as he added, “Your father may seem nice to you, but for the rest of us, he has a horrible temper that no one wants to cross.”

“I have never seen him with a temper. I know people respect my father, but I guess I have never had reason before to see how he is towards others.”

“When the King stripped Caspian of his skin, it was after they had a conversation about you. I’m assuming the King did it to protect you and the family legacy and never thought about how it would torment Caspian or affect you in the future.”

“Wait, they had a talk about me?” she asked. Her father rarely discussed colony business with her, but to not tell her about things pertaining to herself? That was unfathomable. 

“When a selkie matures into adulthood, they can feel a link to their fated mate,” he started. Ula nodded in confusion. She knew about this link as mermaids had them as well. “Well, when Caspian became an adult and raced against you in his seal form, he sensed this link. With YOU. This is what he told the king. This got him stripped and discarded amongst humans.”

Ula felt nauseous. Caspian was hurting because of her? “Wait, I never knew that selkies and mermaids could have this link with one another. I thought it could only be mermaid and merman and selkie to selkie?”

“Yes, this is how it is meant to be. However, Caspian is a rarity. His father is a selkie and his mother is a mermaid. They weren’t mates, but still had him together. So his mermaid half sensed the link with you while his selkie half was his main form.

As long as your father can keep you from Caspian so that you never sense the link, you will never make the connection and lose your mind if kept away.” Ula couldn’t look at Jet as he finished. She felt her eyes look away to find a baby crab digging into the sand. She watched it digging as though it was the most interesting thing ever.

“You HAVE stayed away from Caspian, haven’t you?” he asked at her sudden disinterest in their conversation.

Nervous, Ula didn’t know how to answer but figured the truth would be best. At least Jet was giving her answers. She didn’t want to lie to him when he had been forthcoming with her. She let out a sigh. “I was up on a rock near the cove earlier. Just lying there listening to a family have fun. When they left, he came to the shore and could sense me on the other side, so I went around to get a look at him,” she trailed off.

“That’s why you’re suddenly interested,” Jet replied. It took a second, but then it dawned on him. “You sensed the link! This means you can’t stay away from him or you risk your mind.” 

Ula nodded and didn’t know quite what to say. She didn’t really know what to think about the situation herself yet. I’m only seventeen, for lightning’s sake! Never before had anything so important come up in her life. Before now, the important things seemed to be what accessories she wanted to wear, if she had enough pearls on her to trade for finds at the market, and to be on time for dinner with her father. My father! How am I supposed to look at him the same anymore? Do I tell him I know? Do I tell him what happened? 

Knowing this darker side her father had, she couldn’t help but feel afraid of being exiled now. Earlier, she had just thought of it as a passing idea, but now it was actually more realistic. The thought that she could be exiled, or even kept away from Caspian and lose her sanity, was hard to comprehend. 

 


Chapter Three

Ula looked around at her surroundings. Last thing she had known, she had been asleep in her bed created from kelp. It had taken her a while to fall asleep with the thoughts of Caspian plaguing her mind, but eventually, around midnight, she did.

However, now she was standing on a rocky cliff. She could feel the ocean breeze tease her hair and the smell of salt swept across her nose. She heard the call of the ocean. Come swim. Come play. Come home. Then she felt the sorrow. Feeling of being alone. Longing to swim. Wanting to see family. Wishing for love. Wanting to change into seal form? Ula couldn’t change into a seal. Then the realization dawned on her that these were Caspian’s feelings. Did our link bring me into his mind while I was sleeping? That must be it! 

Can he feel me in his mind? She wondered. Ula felt certain that, if he could, he would have tried blocking these thoughts and feelings from her. She could tell that he was the sort that didn’t want her to suffer. But then why would he not want to be my mate, knowing that I would suffer insanity?

Those thoughts disappeared as Caspian relived a memory. Ula watched as her father came into view along with a younger Jet, before he was a guard, and several of the King’s older guardsmen. “What have you come in front of me for, Caspian?” the King asked.

“I have come to you to inform you I felt a mate link with your daughter. I did not wish to deceive you or go behind your back. Ula is only twelve right now, so I won’t act on this link until she is older. I just wanted you to know, my King.” The king’s face darkened. 

“My daughter will not be mated to some halfbreed,” he sneered. “She will be Queen if anything happens to me. There will be no halfbreed as a possible King to my people.”

“But Sire, your community has both mermaids and selkies. I could represent them both.”

“No, you will not,” the King declared. He gripped his golden trident, and the sapphire gems at the base of its prongs glowed. The ocean flowed around the king as he created a funnel of spinning water. He pointed the trident in Caspian’s direction. Caspian was frozen in place, whether by fear or the King’s powers Ula couldn’t tell. The mermen and selkies near him swam a great distance away to not get swept up in it. The underwater tornado raced towards Caspian and engulfed him in its center. 

It spun around him, faster and faster. Searing pain built inside him. The water spun even faster, and he felt a ripping sensation. When it finished, the tornado slowed and carried off something towards the King and Caspian collapsed into the ocean floor. He was exhausted and still filled with pain. He couldn’t even lift himself and could barely hold up his head to look in the King’s direction. 

Ula watched as her father took something gray and speckled from the now lazily turning water funnel. Oh, my Zeus! She thought in complete shock. It was Caspian’s selkie skin. She watched as her father told the guards to take Caspian above and throw him onto the shore for the humans to find. Then he left the throne room and took the skin with him as she watched him swim towards his treasury. 

She had never seen her father do anything like this before. Whenever he had council, the King would send her off to either her room or anywhere she wanted to go as he conducted “boring royal business”. Is this what he was doing when I wasn’t around? No wonder others were afraid of my father. She had only known his loving side. The one that laughed when she first tried to race the selkies and other, older mermaids. 

It was no wonder that Caspian didn’t want Ula to risk her father’s wrath and exile. Could her father strip her of her mermaid side and leave her to be in human form as well? Would she risk it to save her sanity? At least going insane was gradual and not physically painful. Would she risk it for the mating link even though Caspian seems to deny it? Does he even want her? So many questions still needing answered. Ula just wasn’t sure if she would get any of those answers before the link affected her mind.

The memory had ended and Ula found herself, well Caspian, lying in the rocky grass. She felt the tears run down his cheeks, both for reliving the feelings of pain and loss and for feeling alone. He whispered, “Why must I torture myself by coming out here every night?” The memories. The call of the ocean. Missing his family and friends. Feeling hopeless and heartache for Ula. It was all painful and yet he knew he would be back out here again tomorrow night. 

He stood up, brushed off his clothes, then turned to go to his apartment. That was where he had to call “home”. Back to an empty place, no matter how furnished it was. He walked away and as he created distance between himself and the ocean, Ula felt their link pull her out of his mind and back into her own restless sleep. As she switched back into her own mind, she resolved she would go ashore tomorrow. She would find Caspian and get some answers, both from him and, hopefully, her own confused heart.

 


Chapter Four

The next day, Ula woke up still filled with the resolve to find Caspian. She could feel the mate link and was curious if she could actually follow it to him. Before she could attempt it, she had to sit through breakfast with her father. It definitely wasn’t easy sitting next to him, pretending that she hadn’t seen him rip Caspian’s skin away. Pretending that he was still her ever-loving, marvelous father. Now that she had seen his true kingly side, it was hard to make small talk and smile.

When he asked for her plans for the day, she made up the plans for exploring a shipwreck and maybe checking out their trinket shops in the city. He nodded his approval and finished his plate of algae and oysters before heading off to where Ula assumed would be his office. Ula wasn’t all that hungry, so as soon as he left around the corner, she swam out of there for the surface. 

Reaching her sunbathing rock, she climbed out of the water and turned her tail and scales into more human features. When she finished transforming, the scales were now a tight fitting top and skirt. She climbed off the rock and climbed up onto the cliff where she had looked out over the ocean in Caspian’s mind. Looking now with her own eyes, she had much more appreciation than before. The call wasn’t as strong for her because she could go home anytime while he couldn’t. Ula felt sadness for him and through the link she couldn’t help but feel his sorrow as well. All she wanted to do was fix it, but if she did, then she wondered if Caspian would even appreciate it and want to be with her. She wondered if the attempt would be worth the outcomes. Then she realized she just wanted to see Caspian happy. To take the loneliness and sadness away. To see the joy shine in his eyes again like they had five years ago while racing her in seal form. 

Still, she risked coming up to the surface to speak with him and solidify her resolve. She wasn’t about to turn back now before she got the answers she still wanted. So she closed her eyes and searched internally for their mate link. Finding it, she reached out to it in her mind and mentally grasped onto it to pull herself towards wherever he was. Ula realized that she never learned what humans did during the day, let alone what Caspian does. She knew adults worked, children went to school, and then they sometimes picnicked and swam. Her own community had work, school, and play times as well; even herself as a princess. They learned about their own history, some human history, as well as learned how to read and write in the human language. 

This came in handy because sometimes they needed to buy things from Above, so a few of their own worked human jobs to supply them with the money needed to trade with. One situation where trade was needed was during the storm last week. A few coral homes had been destroyed, and it lowered the food supply as the storm caused the current to carry away plants and animals. They had to supplement their food supply with some from humans, like nuts and fruits; things that could last a short time in water. While Ula’s home was the strong and sound castle, she couldn’t help but worry about her fellow mermaids and selkies and any animals that were hurt. As royalty, she felt like she should have been helping in some way rather than being seen as a pampered figurehead. But she had to listen to her father, who said that their people could take care of themselves, although he sent the guards to assist.

Following the link, Ula walked on the sidewalks through the city, making sure a passing car would not hit her. She passed clothing shops, grocery stores, and what looked like human watering holes. Curious, she wished she could visit each one and explore human culture. What treasures these places must hold! If her father exiled her, at least she could find out what each of these places was. So there is a silver lining to that possibility after all. She left that busy area and came upon a large building. The sign outside said that it was the Atlantaquaria. Ula had heard of this place. It held sea creatures for human entertainment. She felt disgust at the idea of these creatures being locked up inside, unable to swim in the wide open ocean where they surely had family. She knew she wouldn’t want to be locked up and watched by humans who would watch her eat, swim, and just do the same thing every day.

The link was guiding her towards those doors. She spotted humans paying to get in or showing something that let them in. She didn’t have any human currency with her, but she just had to follow that link. While the security guard had his back turned towards her, she quickly snuck through and walked with what she hoped looked like purpose, like she was meant to be there. Ula smiled at the people she passed, hoping her nerves didn’t show. She passed a trinket store and walked through an aquarium tunnel, walking under the water tank that held her fellow ocean creatures. Wishing she could let them all loose, she knew she had no way to get them from the aquarium to the ocean in time. She let out a sigh and shook her head to clear it of those thoughts.

Leaving the tunnel, she found herself in an industrial-type room. There were small tubs with water and creatures in them. Curious, she peered inside each one on her way passed. There were turtles, otters, seals, stingrays, and so many others. She wondered why they were in their separate pools and not with the others. She’d have to ask Caspian about them. If she found him anyhow. After these pools, she came to what looked like an exit door that was open. Glancing through the door before walking out, she looked over at a large pool that reminded her of a lake. 

Crouched down by the pool, straight ahead of her, was Caspian. She wondered what he was doing when she saw him reach out a hand into the pool. She watched as a seal’s head popped up out of the water and took a small fish from Caspian’s hand. Then the now empty hand patted the seal on the head before it ducked back under the water. Ula noticed the bucket that was next to Caspian. She watched as he reached into it and pulled out another fish. He held this one out as well and up came another seal to grab it. Ula could see the side of Caspian’s face. It was enough for her to see the small smile on his face and the love he held for the creatures in his eyes. 

She watched him feed and pet the seals until he emptied the bucket. He stood up, lifted his head up into the sky and took a deep breath of fresh air before turning around to bring the bucket into the room where she was standing. He got close to the door before noticing that she was there.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, filled with surprise.

“Well, I had to come find you and finish the talk we should have had yesterday.”

“You’re wasting your time. We can’t be together, and you are risking yourself by coming here.”

“It’s my own time to waste. I know what I am risking. As for being together, how do you really know that?”

He sighed at her stubbornness and rubbed his hand over his face. He swept his fingers through his hair as he looked her in the eyes. “The seals have had their lunch, so it’s time for mine. Come with me to the aquarium’s cafe so we can eat and talk.”

The cafe was next to the trinket shop. She didn’t notice it the first time through, but it was a cute spot with chair and booth options. The server welcomed them from behind the register and they walked up to the counter. Ula did not know what these foods were and let Caspian order for the both of them. Something called pizza and coke? After paying, he walked over to a corner booth and took a seat. Ula followed and watched how he sat and slid into the booth. Unsure of herself, she tried sitting next to him so that she wouldn’t have to slide over as much. Her leg brushed up against Caspian’s and she could feel the muscle in it tense up. She worried maybe he didn’t like her after all. Why else would he tense up? In animals, that normally meant a flight or fight response…

They sat in silence, neither wanting to say the first word. The server soon brought their food. Ula watched Caspian from the corner of her eye to see how he ate. He picked up what must be the pizza with his hands to take a bite and then drank a dark brown liquid from a cup. Her hands shook with nerves as she tried to follow suit. The pizza was hot and leaked an orange liquid on her fingers, but she ignored that to take a bite. It wasn’t like anything she had before. It was gooey, spicy, and warmed her insides. Pizza was absolutely delicious! She couldn’t help but take another bite before even swallowing the first bit completely. She felt a moan slip out as she savored the taste. Then she sat it down and picked up the cup. She tipped it towards her lips and felt the liquid enter her mouth. It was sweet and had bubbles that tickled her tongue. Her eyes widened with surprise.

Caspian must have been watching her because she heard a chuckle and his body shook with laughter. She looked at him, startled and a bit annoyed. Is he making fun of me? He was still laughing and she could see a small spark of joy within his ocean blue eyes. There was still sadness, but it was less. Well, if it makes him happy, I guess I can put up with it she thought with a small smile. She wished she could get rid of all the sorrow, but if something like watching her try human food for the first time could chip away at it, then she was content. Hopefully, soon he can have genuine joy, and with me…

Soon the pizza was gone and so was most of their drinks. While she was full, she still craved for more. These humans sure have heavenly food! She looked at Caspian and watched him use a piece of paper to wipe his mouth and hands off. She picked up her own square piece and tried to copy him to get the pizza liquid off her hands. Capsian spoke, “That’s a napkin. It’s paper that wipes up messes, like pizza grease and soda.” So that’s what the orange liquid off the pizza is called; grease. She filed that away in her memory for next time. Well, she hoped she would have pizza again someday. 

“Thank you for telling me,” she said.

“I’ve been Above for five years now. I have to remember that these things are new to you, like they were once upon a time for me.” He smiled at her, this time with sincerity, instead of laughing. “Here, my job is taking care of some animals. I get paid, and that helps me to live among humans. I only get an hour lunch, so if you want to talk, I will. We just don’t have too much time.”

So this meant no small talk and that she just needed to ask him what she needed to know. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves, hoping that her voice wouldn’t squeak or shake. “Do you feel the mating link as strongly as I do?” She couldn’t bear to look at him while she asked. Instead, she looked at her hands linked on the table in front of her as if they were the most interesting things in the world.

“Yes, of course I do,” he admitted softly.

“Then why do you seem like you don’t want to be with me? If it’s because I might be exiled, I think I could live with that over the inevitable insanity not being with you would bring.”

“Tell you the truth? I hadn’t really thought about that part. I know what it is like not being able to heed the call of the ocean, and I just didn’t want that for you.”

“You probably also hate me because of what my father did to you.”

He looked up in surprise. “What he did to me was his doing, not yours. You were twelve and didn’t even know what was happening. I could never hate you.”

“But what he did was so horrid. So painful. How can you not feel hate towards me for at least having him as a father?”

“How do you know about the pain?” he asked, ignoring the last question.

Ula got quiet. She never planned on telling him she had been in his mind. That seemed like an invasion of privacy. It also wasn’t a typical mate link event. “Um, well… Last night, I went to bed and thought I had woken up on a cliff. It took me a minute, but I realized I was seeing your thoughts through our link. I didn’t even know that was possible until it happened. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry that you had to see my memories of that night. No daughter should have to see her father in that way. You shouldn’t have had to experience that pain, either.”

“You’re sorry? Why? You didn’t cause me to see and feel those on purpose. The link did that. It probably wanted me to understand you better.” She paused. She had said that without really thinking and realized how true it was. “You also didn’t answer my question. I felt what you went through. How do you not hate the fact I’m related to him or afraid that I could turn into someone like him?”

She felt Caspian shift a bit to the side, enough to face her. She felt his hand touch her chin, and he lifted it up gently so that she would look at him. Her heart quickened with the touch. Where his fingers touched, she felt warmth and tingling. Was this the link?

“YOU are NOT your father,” he emphasized gently. “You are sweet, funny, and fair. We may have this mate link connecting us, but from the time you were twelve, I have felt friendship and companionship with you. THAT is not the link but us. We have more of a connection between us than just some fated link. I feel we are fated to be together. I just don’t want to see you hurt.”

Tears stung behind her eyes. These words were what she had wanted to hear from him. That he felt how she did. “As long as I am with you, it will not hurt me,” she confessed. “I can handle exile, but I can’t handle distance between us.” She didn’t know who moved first, or if they both did, but she felt their lips press together. He cupped her face with both hands and deepened the kiss. Having kissed no one before, except for a peck on the cheek, she wasn’t sure of herself and let him take control. She nervously placed her hands on his chest, gripping his shirt as if to not let him go. Out of breath, Caspian pulled away.

“I’m sorry, but I have to return to work,” he said with reluctance. She could tell that he wanted to stay with her. However, she needed to leave, too. She had plans to make and take action on them. And she knew just who to talk to…

 


Chapter Five

Instead of swimming straight to the castle, Ula took a detour. She had inquired at a few markets if anyone knew where Jet would be. Many said that if he wasn’t working as a guard, he would be swimming in his selkie form near his home. Remembering the fun she used to have, when she found Jet, she gave him a look that said, “Do you dare?” The seal winked at her and then took off down the row of coral homes before she was even ready. She was older now than when she had raced Caspian. Older and faster. She caught up to Jet and swam ahead of him. She decided she would enjoy this moment of feeling free before things got too serious.

She beat Jet to the end and waited for him. As he got closer, he shifted out of his seal form for his more merman one, the one Ula had seen yesterday. “Hey, Ula! Nice to see you again. Although, not so nice losing,” he laughed.

“It was great racing again. I don’t know why I stopped.” She paused before asking him the ultimate question. “Would you want Caspian to have his skin back?”

“Well, yeah. But it’s not like that will ever happen,” he retorted with a huff.

Ula looked away from him as she asked, “What if we worked together?”

“Are you already insane from the mating link? The skin is in your father’s secured treasury. It is impossible!”

“It might be hard and risky, but I don’t think it is impossible.”

She told Jet about her plan that she had so far. There were a few missing pieces, but she hoped that between the two of them, they could work them out. They talked with lowered voices in case anyone would swim past. They didn’t want to be caught before putting the plan in motion in case they would be declared traitors and locked up, or exiled. There would be no way then to help Caspian. 

It took most of the afternoon, but by evening, they were ready. They wanted to act out their plans before they lost their courage and let any doubts sink in. They needed to keep the momentum going. Well, at least Ula needed to. She wasn’t really sure about Jet and his own internal thoughts. He was a total boy selkie and, with all his confidence and recklessness, it was hard to tell if he had any doubts or worries.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Ula only picked at her food during supper, but her father was too busy talking to notice. This was part of her plan. She was starving, but she couldn’t be too full when she needed an excuse to visit the kitchen later. When she was younger, she would sneak to the kitchen for treats, but she had outgrown that. If she would just show up now, it would definitely be suspicious. So here she was, picking at her food while feeling her stomach growling at her. This plan was too important to spoil.

Eventually, her father had eaten enough and retired to his quarters for the evening. Relieved to leave the food, Ula went to her own room. Taking a nap to ignore her stomach, she woke up in time to get to the kitchen before they prepared and served her father’s nightly beverage. He always claimed that a good kelp tea before bed calmed his mind and helped him sleep. He never, ever skipped one.

Ula pulled a stool up near the counter where the chef was going to prepare it. “Hello, Pearl,” she greeted.

“Why, dear, I haven’t seen you in ages here! Is something the matter?” Pearl was an older mermaid with graying hair and a gentle soul. Ula hated to lie to her, so she gave half truths instead. Those weren’t as wrong, were they?

“Well, I felt my mate link.”

“Oh, my! Congratulations! That is certainly something worth celebrating,” Pearl said, confusion tinting her voice. “But you are here with me instead. What’s wrong, dear?”

“My mate is in the Above. During supper, I couldn’t eat. I’m not sure if it’s because of the distance, but I wasn’t hungry then. I am now, but I hope asking for something isn’t a bother?”

“Ula, you are never a bother. Of course I will get you a plate. I do have to get your father’s tea ready, but I can get your food while it’s brewing,” she said with a wink.

Ula felt bad that she was using sweet Pearl, but it’s what she felt she had to do. “Pearl, would you like my help to stir the tea?”

“If you wouldn’t mind, that would be great,” she replied. 

While Pearl went to find Ula something to eat, Ula stepped up to their volcanic heated stove and stirred the pot of tea. She looked around and made sure no one was around to see anything before pulling a small dropper bottle from inside her bikini top. Taking the lid off, she added a dropper of valerian root extract into the pot and then closed it to put it back. Then she stirred the pot a bit more just as Pearl returned with a small plate of assorted nuts, fruits, and seaweed for her to snack on. 

Ula sat back down in her spot at the counter to eat while Pearl decided the tea was done and poured it into the King’s teacup. She nervously watched as her father’s selkie servant swam in to get the cup to take it to him. The valerian root was Jet’s idea. He assured Ula that it would work well and fairly quickly as his mother uses it herself for insomnia. She could only hope that it worked as well for the King. Their entire plan relied on the King to go into a deep sleep.

Nervously watching the teacup go on its way to her father, she found she was only picking at the plate of food. Pearl had gone out of her way to put it together and Ula already felt bad using her in the plan. She made more of an effort to eat and show a little enthusiasm. It really was a delicious array, and Ula couldn’t be sure when she would eat again. She needed it for strength for what lay ahead. 

She finished the plate off and thanked Pearl for the meal. Pearl drew her in for a hug and told her, “Do come back more often for a visit, my dear. I miss having you around. It gets lonely sometimes being in the kitchen by myself.”

Ula smiled and promised she would visit more. It was the least she could do if their plan succeeded. Even if Pearl would probably never know that she had been involved in it. At least Ula would feel better being able to return the favor. She left the kitchen and went back to her room to finish out the rest of her waiting. 

She waited, pacing, in her room for over half an hour. Thoughts racing whether she was actually doing this or not. If she would succeed or get caught. Each minute felt like an hour. It was almost a relief when enough time finally passed. While she still needed to continue the plan, the worst part was the waiting and thinking. Now she could let adrenaline take over and get moving. 

Ula peeked out of her room and into the hallway to make sure it was clear. She didn’t want anyone to get curious about why she wasn’t sleeping. Swimming as quickly as she could, she passed the other bedrooms. She was chanting internally, “please don’t be awake”, over and over until she reached her father’s quarters. She was always curious why her father never had guards around at night when everyone was sleeping. Now, she was thankful that he gave them that downtime; home with their families or sleeping in one of those rooms she had passed.

Ula glanced into her father’s room to make sure he was sleeping and still not up and moving. She let out a sigh of relief as she could see him lying on his own kelp bed and snoring so loudly that she could break a glass and he probably wouldn’t hear it. She swam into the circular room and looked around for his trident. Normally, it would have been leaning on the wall next to the bed, but it wasn’t there. Curious, she swam closer to the sleeping king. 

There it is! She internally shouted. But an “oh no” came shortly after the excitement. While she found the magical staff, it certainly was in a precarious spot. In the king’s hand. The valerian must have worked a little too well, and the king had fallen asleep before putting his trident away. Think, think Ula. Now what am I to do?

She looked around the room again, except she was looking for an idea instead of a trident this time. It took a couple of moments, but then she spotted something. A baton from weapons practice laid over on the king’s desk. It was around the same thickness, but pulling a switching act was going to be nerve-wracking. Before she could think too much, she swam over and grabbed it, then took it over towards her father. His snoring was definitely loud, but now was the true test of how deep he was sleeping.

She grasped the trident with one hand while holding the baton in the other. Moving both hands simultaneously, she gently pulled the trident off his relaxed hand while placing the baton into its place. Right as she placed the baton, the king’s hand tightened, and he moved. Scared, Ula froze in place and stayed quiet. He pulled his baton-holding hand towards his chest and rolled over with it. 

He’s hugging it? Yikes! Ula thought with a cringe. She better hurry with the rest of her plan before he noticed his cuddle buddy was lacking two of the three spear points. Holding the actual trident, with her royal blood, she willed it to shrink and placed it inside her bikini, opposite from the valerian bottle. Checking the hall before leaving again, she swam quickly out of there.

Before she could go straight to the treasury, she had to find Jet first. He was around the side of the castle, behind some coral. He surprised her as she was passing by popping up from his hiding spot. “Are you trying to kill me?” Ula asked him while trying to slow her now racing heart.

“Just having a little fun. I wouldn’t want to kill you before helping my cousin, or even after, since he would go insane from the link.” That reply did not reassure Ula, but she nodded anyway and handed over the bottle of valerian. “Thanks. I better return this home quickly. I’ll be back to make sure you succeed.” With that, he swam off, and Ula took a moment to get her bearings before implementing the next step. 

Her father was in a deep sleep, guards were off for the night, and yet she still felt nervous. She knew what she had to do and how to do it, thanks to her father’s training on how to use the trident if something were to happen to him and she’d become queen. While her father might be strict and hot headed towards others, he was still her caring father, and she did not want to think about any horrible possibilities. 

Swimming to the front of the treasure, she floated in front of its door. Most of their homes, and even the castle, lacked doors since they were hard to make with something living like coral. However, her father made sure the treasury had one. Taking the trident, she tipped the prongs towards the three holes that lined the right side of the door. She pushed the prongs into the holes and willed the trident to give a small burst of magic. Just like with a human key, the door unlocked and swung open. Am I really doing this? she thought. I’ve already come this far. 

Ula had never been inside the treasury before and didn’t know what all it held. She looked around with amazement and some disgust as she took in more than one selkie skin, mermaid scales, as well as crowns, jewelry, and things of human value. She only knew about Caspian having his skin stripped and was shocked to see the others; even mermaid scales from exiled merfolk. Ula wanted to throw up, nauseous at the thought of someone like her being stripped of her mer-self in a way like Caspian’s. 

She had to finish this, though. She steeled her shoulders and swallowed her nausea as she swam passed each selkie skin to find the one labeled with Caspian’s name. His skin was around the seventh one and there were over ten there. She didn’t want to count them for fear of getting sick. She pointed the trident at the bubble holding his skin. These were bubbles the king created from magic to be more like a human version of a glass case. She couldn’t simply pop it like a regular bubble. Instead, she had to focus on her connection to the trident while holding it steady. She had to envision the bubble popping as she sent a blast of magic towards it. 

Ula almost thought she had failed, as the bubble didn’t change for a couple of seconds. She readied herself for a second blast, but then she watched the bubble swell up and burst apart. The force of its explosion forced her back a few feet, but she steadied herself before it could push her into any of the other bubbled artifacts. She would hate to trip the alarm. 

She shrunk the trident back down to hiding size and then swooped over to grab the prized selkie skin. It surprised her at how soft, warm, and slippery it was. It hadn’t been used for five years so she expected it to be more dry and cold by now. Now wasn’t the time to look into the wonders of their two species, so she swam for the door. Ula was relieved to see that Jet had made it back. She silently held the skin out to him. She watched as he grabbed it and swam away as fast as he could.

She would meet up with him but, first, she had to return the trident before her father really noticed it was gone. Quietly returning to the King’s room, it dismayed Ula to see the baton still snuggled in her father’s embrace. She placed the trident in its usual space after returning to its full size. That way, if her father woke up, he would think he put it away after all. At least, that’s what she hoped.

Floating near her father, she quickly went through possibilities and scenarios. A bit like when her father tried teaching her battle strategies for the “just in case”. Rolling her shoulders to loosen up, she tried to put on a saddened face. Then she pulled the baton from her father’s hands in one swoop. She watched as her father stirred a bit and his eyes cracked open to glimpse her at his side. The valerian was still working as he couldn’t fully wake up, but he did mumble, “Ula, is something wrong?”

“Everything is okay, father. I just couldn’t sleep and was thinking about when I was younger; how I would come to you for a hug and it seemed to help me go to sleep.” Ula leaned over her father and gave him an embrace. His arms lightly wrapped around her. “It helped me too,” he whispered back.

“Thank you, father. I feel better now. You can go back to sleep,” she told him. He smiled and his eyes drifted shut again. Not knowing if he was fully out or not, she didn’t want to risk putting the baton away. Instead, she swam out as if she were going to her room, and then kept going.

 


Chapter Six

She met up with Jet next to her sunbathing rock. Swimming as fast as she could, Ula was exhausted by the time she arrived. She could see the prized skin held gingerly in his hands, along with the questioning in his eyes.

“It went fine,” she stated, not wanting to get into the details, or cause him to worry. They both froze as the sounds of a rock skipping water reached their ears. Glancing around the corner, Ula was happy to see that it was Caspian. They wouldn’t have to use her link to find him again. That cut out a lot of time and less chance of being caught by humans in their not-so-humanly made clothes.

“It’s Caspian,” she whispered to Jet with excitement. A smile broke out across his face, and Ula had to stop him from surprising Caspian too fast. Hand on Jet’s shoulder, she told him, “Head over to him slowly and try not to scare him like you scared me earlier. Please?”

Knowing that she was probably right, he nodded his head and then gently swam around to the beach. Ula watched as he stepped out from the ocean with his hands behind his back, his lower half in a sort of pant-like attire, and he walked towards Caspian.

“Hey, Cuz! Long time, no see, right?”

Caspian looked speechless, as he probably never expected to see one of his own ever again. Then he tilted his head and furrowed his brow. Confused, he only asked, “Cuz?”

“Well, you probably don’t recognize me. Five years ago, I was only ten and still a youngling,” Jet stated with a smirk.

“Wait, is that really you, Jet?”

“Oh, yes. It really is me.”

“But, why are you here? You risk exile by coming to see me! You shouldn’t be here.” Caspian put his hands out in front of him and began backing up as if to run away.

“Oh, calm down,” Jet demanded. “I’ve already done much more to be exiled for than just a visit with you.” 

Caspian stopped moving and slowly asked, “Jet. What. Did. You. Do?”

“The good news is, I didn’t do it alone,” was all Jet replied. 

This confused Caspian even further and irritation showed in his face. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

With that question, Ula came around and showed herself. “He was helping me.”

“Yeah, Cuz. I couldn’t let both of you end up hurting. All of us back home miss you and worry about you.” Jet mentioning home caused Caspian to look back out over the ocean with longing. While he certainly missed the ocean and was driven crazy hearing its call, it was his friends and family he missed the most; Ula as well. 

“What did you two do?” Caspian asked slowly.

“Well, oh great Cuz-o of mine, how would you like to go for a swim?” Jet replied with a huge smile and tossed the skin to Caspian from behind his back. While it was in mid-air, he added, “Better catch that!”

Caspian listened and caught it. If he was puzzled before, he definitely wasn’t now. Shocked, he stood there, just staring at it. Then he looked at them, looked back down, and back up, back down. Interrupting, Jet jabbed “Well, are you going to try it on or are you afraid that you won’t fit in it after five years of eating amongst the humans?”

“You both realize the trouble you will be in?” Caspian finally broke his silence.

“Yes,” Ula replied. “I can’t imagine that exile would be worse than losing my sanity; losing you. Yes, if I get stripped, it will hurt, but the pain is temporary. As long as you are by my side, I know I can get through it.”

“While you aren’t my mate,” Jet cut in, “you are my cousin. I watched as you were stripped and have always wanted to see you whole again. I, too, can live with the consequences. The Above can’t be all that bad if you have survived, right?” 

By this point, the three had drifted closer together. Caspian brought his arms up and around them to show his gratitude in a hug because he could not find the words. His throat felt tight, and he was trying to hold back his tears. He must not have done that last part well enough, as Ula reached her hands up and wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes. “Now, what are you waiting for?” Ula asked. “We did all this hard work. It’s time for you to feel whole again. Answer the ocean’s call. Let’s play in her waves until dawn before the humans awake and catch us.”

He did as he was told. The skin itself was like a diving suit. He stepped into it and the skin stretched to cover him as he pulled it up to his chest. Ula, Jet, and Caspian watched with both amazement and apprehension as the skin glowed and seemed to melt into his human skin. It was amazing because they had never seen the process of returning a selkie skin before, while the apprehension was because of the stories they had heard about skins refusing their past owners. They watched as it melded in and the glow slowly faded.

“Did it work?” Ula whispered.

“There’s only one way to find out,” replied Jet. 

They both stepped to the side and watched as Caspian slowly stepped towards the ocean. He toed the edge of the water, unsure if he wanted to know if he was rejected or not. Then he took a deep breath, shook his head and arms, and ran into the water as far as he could before diving under. 

Ula and Jet stood staring at the ocean in silence as the minutes ticked passed. The longer it went without seeing him, the more worried they became that maybe it hadn’t worked. If it didn’t and he drowned, then their entire plan hadn’t been worth it. If he drowned, she would have rather lived both as humans than without him at her side. She bit her lip in nervousness as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. 

Ula and Jet were both ready to jump in when FINALLY they spotted a seal leap out of the water before going back in, just to do it again. The silence broken, Ula and Jet started laughing to get rid of their nervous jitters. Ula couldn’t help but to compare Caspian to a dolphin playing in the waves. Hearing pebbles shift, Ula glanced over at Jet, who was now softly glowing. He ran towards the ocean and dove in, shifting into his seal mid-air. 

“Hey! Don’t leave me behind!” she yelled out. She ran out to join them, turning back into her mermaid self. She swam out to where the two seals were splashing water at each other. Using her tail, she flung water at them both to announce her presence. She flashed a huge grin before swimming off as fast as she could towards a piece of land floating in the ocean. It was too small to really be considered an island, but it would make a great place to use as a racing marker.

The three of them played in the ocean for the rest of the night. They raced several times, saying it was to break ties, but really it was because they had missed racing all these years with each other. They splashed each other and did several dolphin leaps. Along with the shoreline, they explored its reefs and creatures. By the time the sun rose, they were out of breath and laying on the shore together, with equally blissful smiles upon their faces.

 


Chapter Seven

They were still lying on the beach when the sun had finished rising and the humans along with it. Most were heading off to work and school, so the beach was still undisturbed. It seemed like it was going to be a nice, warm, and sunny day. That is, until the sky darkened quickly with gray clouds. 

“Was it supposed to rain today?” Ula asked aloud. 

“According to the human weather channels, today was supposed to remain bright and dry,” Caspian replied.

“Oh, no,” she said, a sense of doom in her voice. They looked at each other and braced themselves for whatever was about to happen. The clouds thickened and became darker as they came closer. The ocean waves became bigger and more turbulent, as if to not be outmatched by the sky. 

“My father must have found out and, if this weather is any sign, he is horribly mad.” Ula couldn’t help but grimace. The vision of Caspian’s skin being torn away flashed in her mind. She had never seen him angry or violent until that dream share, but now she couldn’t get it out of her mind. The waiting was more torturous because of the knowing. 

Thankfully, she didn’t have to wait long before the King rose out of the ocean, trident gripped tightly in his hand. He glided as close to the shore as he was willing to because he refused to change into human form. His voice was deep and booming as he asked, “Is there anything you have to say, Ula?” 

Ula felt a lump form in her throat and her heart was racing. She opened her mouth, but the words refused to form. 

“Not sure what to say? Well, let me start,” the King said with condemnation. “Waking up this morning, I found my trident where I would have normally put it, with no memory of actually putting it away last night. I also had a hard time waking up and realized I had been drugged. I remember you came into my room last night, supposedly unable to sleep, which you haven’t done in years. Then when I got up, I touched my trident, surprised to find it warm from being used recently. 

Now why would my staff have been used? I went to your room, and you weren’t there. I went to the dining hall and, once more, you were nowhere in sight. Next, I went to the treasury and discovered that an object was missing as well.” He stopped for a moment to let the words settle in. “Would you like to say anything now?”

Caspian broke in before Ula could begin. “My King, please do not punish your daughter when it was because of me she did those things.”

“My daughter can speak for herself.” He sneered. “You are an exiled, and this is none of your business.”

Caspian looked ready to burst with a reply when Ula cut in to save him from saying something he would regret. “Father, Caspian is my life mate. My fated mate. He never told me to steal from you. He never told me what you had done. The choice was mine after the mate link showed me his memories and I felt the pain through them.”

“You, you felt his pain?” the King stammered. When Ula nodded in confirmation, he had the decency to look sad and ashamed. “I have never wanted to see you hurt, or to be the one that hurt you.”

“Then why, when Caspian came to you to tell you about his link, you stripped him and sent him Above? Did you forget that once I felt the link that I would be driven insane? That until I lost my mind I would feel the pain of distance and loneliness? If you didn’t want me to suffer, why did you do it?” Ula had gotten louder and more angry with each word she yelled at her father. By the end, tears were streaming down her face.

“I didn’t think about that,” he admitted. “I thought that if I exiled him, I could keep you away from each other so that you wouldn’t ever feel the link. I didn’t like that you came Above to sunbathe and people-watch, but I let you because I thought you would keep your distance from humans and never run into Caspian.”

“But why? Why keep me from Caspian? He had done no wrong and was always one of your top guards. Besides having a link to me, why?” Ula thought she knew why but wanted her father to admit to it. She wanted him to acknowledge his feelings; hoped he would see the wrongfulness in them.

After hesitating a moment, King Lir finally blurted out, “Because he is a Selkie. Because he’s a half-breed. The throne should remain a merfolk throne.”

“Are you admitting that you would rather see me hurt than to let a small part of selkie DNA rule? Are you saying that you would rather exile me if I choose to remain with Caspian? Your only daughter, the only heir?” Ula refused to back down. She had her arms crossed over her chest, hiding her fists as she demanded answers from her father. Her father looked taken aback by her confronting him. He expected them to cower and that she would apologize and return home. This Ula was not the meek child he remembered, but now he could see the strong woman she had become. 

“I do not want to lose you,” was his only reply.

“You have already, exiled or not, unless you have come to apologize and accept Caspian as being a part of my life.”

Seeing her strength and resolve, he could see her as the future Queen. He wouldn’t want anyone else to take the throne, as he had spent the time preparing her since she was a tiny youngling. King Lir just wasn’t sure if he could accept Caspian’s half-selkie as her consort and the future king when he had this vision for his kingdom to be pure his whole life. He knew Caspian was strong, smart, and would keep his daughter safe. Was that enough to break through years and years of a merfolk bloodline?

He pondered while Ula stared him down. Caspian and Jet, along with the others that had gathered in the ocean, remained silent. This event would be pivotal to the future of not just Ula and Caspian but to their entire cove.

Finally deciding, her father gave a small nod. “Fate created your mate link, so I must listen to Fate and its wishes for our people’s future. Caspian will no longer be exiled and can come back if he wishes. Jet, while you assisted Ula in going behind my back, I will not punish you, as your heart was in the right place for my daughter’s sake while mine wasn’t. Ula, you are still my princess. You are fully trained to take over the throne if ever needed, so if you decide to live with Caspian Above or stay in our home Below, I’ll leave that up to you.” 

Saying what he needed to and not wanting any replies, or to hear the celebratory shouting around him, he swam back out into the ocean. The waves calmed, and the clouds dissipated, restoring the clear and bright sky. Ula, Caspian, and Jet remained in human form on the beach as they watched their people quickly swim away before any humans may happen upon them.

“Well, that was not what I was expecting,” Ula stated with shock as she didn’t think her father would have actually listened to her. She was in shock to still have her mermaid form, Caspian, and the throne at all, let alone all three. Her sight of the ocean was soon blocked as Caspian stood in front of her. He cradled her head in his hands and kissed her deeply.

“And I’m outta here,” declared Jet as he took off into the ocean to head for home instead of being a voyeur with the lovebirds. 

They didn’t even break the embrace to see him leave. Instead, Ula found her arms wrapping around Caspian’s neck as if to keep him there with her forever. She kissed him back just as passionately. Soon the kiss wasn’t enough, and she felt herself being tipped back onto the sandy shore and Caspian placed his body over hers. They spent the rest of the morning exploring each other’s body, not caring if any humans would see them. 

Eventually Caspian took Ula to his apartment that he’s had the last five years and he called into work sick. To him, being with Ula today, after all she did, was the most important thing. They spent the rest of the day exploring each other some more and making plans. Ula wanted to learn more about the human culture Caspian had acclimated to, and he didn’t want to give up his job of working with sea creatures. They had been his only connection to the ocean while exiled, his only family, and he wasn’t about to leave them, too. 

Eventually, they would start a family, but they wanted to learn more about each other first and explore their new lives together. Ula and Caspian would go to Atlansia for visits when they could so that Ula could see her father and they could keep up on the court politics and community news. For now, Ula was comfortable just laying in Caspian’s bed, intertwined as they napped together and restored their energy to do more exploring. Their future would be whatever Fate wanted it to be.

 

The End
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Prologue

All around her, chaos and sounds of battle raged as Mera crept along the halls that led towards the royal suite. When she’d witnessed the king struck through the chest by his brother, she knew she had to find the queen. They needed to escape. At the door she sought, she softly pushed it open and swept inside, shutting the door just as softly as she had entered. “My Queen?” she whispered into the quiet room.

“Mera?” a weak voice called out with effort from the other side of the bed, next to the window. 

“My Queen!” Mera rushed over to her side, a hand over her mouth when she saw the dagger sticking out of her stomach. She dropped down to her knees and took the queen’s trembling hands, tears clouding her vision. “What can I do?” Her eyes roamed over the wound, one hand inching towards it to apply pressure, but the queen stopped her.

“It’s too late for me, my dear friend, but I have a huge favor to ask.”

“Anything, my friend.”

“Take the twins. Make sure to keep them safe. Tell them one day of us, their mother and father. About how delighted we were to have them, even for the short time we had.”

“But, my…”

“Please, Mera. You are their only hope. Behind the tapestry,” the queen trailed off and looked towards the wall, where a beautiful scene depicting dragons and unicorns on a woven fabric was displayed. “There you’ll find a hidden door within the stones. Inside is the deed to this land and castle, along with the birth papers of the twins. Keep them well…hidden.” 

“I shall,” Mera choked out as the queen breathed her last breath. Hearing the pounding of footsteps coming up the stairs outside the royal chambers, Mera made quick on her promise and located the documents. After stuffing them inside her boots, she bundled up the twins and scurried from the room, disappearing down the servant’s staircase in haste. At the foot of the stairs, she glanced around, then headed straight for the kitchens. 

“Brenna!” Mera called out softly as she looked around for her brownie friend. “Brenna!”

“Mera!” The shape of her friend appeared against the far wall, and Mera flew towards her. “We have to leave. The king’s brother has killed almost everyone. Unless we bow the knee and pledge our fealty, we will be killed as well. 

Brenna nodded and began to toss food into a cloth sack. 

“We will need to bring a goat with us. A doe.”

“Does it matter if it’s a doe, love?” 

Mera nervously shuffled her feet. “Yes, it does.” She carefully opened the shawl that hid the twins.

Brenna’s face paled. “What are you doing with them?”

“I made a promise to the queen.”

“Of course you did.” Brenna lifted a light brown hand and unfolded the blanket of one of the twins, her dark eyes softening.”

“They’re so tiny and innocent.”

“Yes, they are.” Mera gazed lovingly down at them.

After taking what food they could both carry, the women made their way outside. There, they carefully kept hidden in the shadows and made sure to stay out of the moonlight. 

“This way,” Brenna whispered.

Mera started to respond when she tripped over a fallen soldier. 

“Here. Let me help, Mera.” Brenna took one of the twins and clutched the babe to her chest. “C’mon. Not much further.” 

They side-stepped numerous bodies and animals to the stables; the stench of blood was heavy in the air.

“Here we are.” Brenna placed an arm out to caution Mera as a few loose horses thundered past them and out to freedom.

 “We need to hurry,” Mera urged and followed Brenna towards two horses that watched them over their stall doors. One was a dapple gray and the other a bay. After saddling the horses, they were off. 

Just as they reached the treeline from the castle, they were spotted. The king’s brother issued a few of his soldiers to round them up, and before long, the sound of hooves pounding behind them grew louder.

“We have to split up,” Brenna shouted, so Mera could hear her. 

“No! I promised the queen I would take care of the twins!” Mera pulled back on the horse’s reins and started to come to a halt. 

“It’s the only way, Mera! If we stop, we will be caught. Trust that I will raise this child as if it were my own. We will meet again, my friend!” Brenna veered to the right at a fork in the road and disappeared. She went invisible. 

Mera shook her head at the brownie and turned her horse to the left, tears streaming down her face. “We’re going to make it, Little One. And one of these days, you will get to see your sister again.”

 


Chapter One

Axton raced through the forest at breakneck speed. Whatever she had awakened was hot on her tail. Literally. How did she know that there was something hidden behind, or in those rock formations at the foot of the mountain that she had decided to climb? 

Above her came the sound of death. Had to be. The screech made her ears tingle. Whatever she uncovered was not happy. Not at all. 

“I didn’t mean to upset you!” she shouted as she ran. “You blended in with the rock!” 

Hopefully, the thing understood her language. A whoosh of air pushed at her back and Axton stumbled but caught herself. Glancing over her shoulder, she swallowed a scream. Two red eyes glowed in the dense fog behind her. She could barely make out a form, but what she saw was huge. She turned in time to leap over a fallen tree but never landed. This time a scream did escape as the fog maneuvered around her and lifted her into the air. Her mind couldn’t comprehend that she was no longer on solid ground, so her feet never stopped moving. Once it finally registered that she was no longer in control, she froze in place. The fog swirled around her still body, while the being that chased her, swooped down through the treetops. Its smoky form started to solidify the closer it drew until its massive form landed with a heavy thud.

Axton’s eyes widened at the sheer size of the…“Dragon,” she breathed out under her breath.

The giant mountain of a beast narrowed its eyes on her, while his face inched closer until his cool breath fanned her face. “Aye, dragon. A hungry one at that.” 

Axton blinked at the intrusive voice in her head. “How do you do that?”

“Eat you?” The dragon seemed to smirk, one side of his mouth curving to show glistening white fangs.

“No!” Axton gulped. “Talk in my head, you giant piece of…” 

Cool air blew from the dragon’s nostrils, his eyes narrowing in warning at her tone. It was then that Axton realized that his eyes weren’t red anymore. At least not fully. They were a deep midnight blue with shards of red around his slitted pupils. The red flared out when he was angry, she noticed. 

“How else would I converse with you? Perhaps you’re a little…touched. Is that it?”

“Touched?”

“Aye. You know.” He raised his right foreleg and tapped his temple with a sharp talon, which truly enraged her.

“I assure you, I am not touched,” she seethed.

“Noted. Now, why don’t you tell me what your name is and what you were doing on my mountain?”

“Why should I tell you anything? Let me down!”

With a snarl, the dragon opened his mouth, smoke billowing out to curl around Axton’s neck. 

The smoky swirls felt like hands wrapped around her throat. Fear and confusion clouded her mind. “Stop!” She gasped and the smoke cleared but lingered close by. “My name is Axton. I have a favorite spot I like to go to up there. That’s all. I swear.”

“Hmm. A favorite spot. On my mountain. How intriguing.” 

“I’ve gone there several times but never knew you lived there.”

“Well, now you know. Now, be a good little girl and stay away. I don’t care for strangers. You might not be a very fulfilling meal, but you’d make a great snack. I could use your bones for toothpicks. Remember that next time you want to trespass.” 

Axton had to keep herself from rolling her eyes as she was gently lowered to the ground. Once her feet were planted, she stared up at the dragon in awe. He was massive. His underside was a light gray while the rest of his body was covered in dark gray scales that reminded her of pewter, trimmed in dark blue. He was magnificent, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. It would probably go straight to his head. When he turned to leave, she called out to him.

“Wait! What’s your name?”

The dragon’s long tail swept across the ground, the deadly tip made up of three deadly-looking spikes. It stopped mere inches from where she stood. Slowly, he turned his head, giving her an inquisitive look. “My name is none of your concern, child. When the time comes, you will earn the privilege, but until then, you can call me…”

“Axton!” 

At the sound of her name, Axton woke with a start. It took her a moment to gather her wits, and to realize that she’d been dreaming. Above her, birds, squirrels, and other tree dwellers chittered down at her. Rising to her feet, she watched a pair of unicorns and their foal as they grazed across the way near a small waterfall. 

“Axton!” 

“Mera!” Axton flew around and began to run towards home. Today was market day, and she would never hear the end of it if they were late.

“Coming, Mera!” she hollered back.

Mera waited at the cottage she’d bought nearly sixteen years ago. “The tips of her elven ears turned red in agitation as she gazed out into the foggy forest. “Where is that child?” she muttered. “Always into mischief, that one.” 

A rumble echoed from the mountains in the distance, and Mera looked up, but there didn’t seem to be a storm moving in, at least she hoped not. The skies were a pale gray. If a storm was afoot, it would be dark and ominous. But still, Mera had an odd feeling that something was about to happen. Perhaps it was time she told the young teen more about her family.

She dreaded that conversation. Only because she was unsure how Axton would take the news. So many times, Axton had, one way or another, brought up how she felt off inside like something was missing. Mera imagined it was her link to her twin sister. She’d heard about twins having deep to light connections. 

Another rumble thundered from the mountains, and Mera frowned. A dark shadow passed overhead, but by the time she looked up, it was gone. 

“Mera! I’m here! I’ll ready the horses, and then we can be off!” 

Mera shook her head, glad to see the young princess was unharmed. “I’ll gather the goods. 

Once the cart was full, the two climbed up onto the bench, with Axton taking the reins. “Do you think we will make enough to buy some new material, Mera?”

Mera glanced down at Axton’s pants and noticed the wear and tear. “I’m sure we will, love. I’ll purchase extra since I know how rough and tough you are these days.” The wind suddenly picked up and tossed about both women’s hair. 

“What was that?” Axton exclaimed, tucking her hair behind her ears. When she looked up, she thought she saw a dark shadow following them above the low clouds. “Do you see that?”

Mera frowned. “I think I just saw it earlier. We best hurry. Maybe it’s fixing to rain.”

Axton snapped the reins, tsking the horses. “Pick it up, Barley. You too, Fiona.” Let us not meander all day, or no oats for you two later.’’ Suddenly, the cart picked up speed, and Axton heard Mera chuckle. She gave her a sidelong glance and grinned. “That seems to always work.”

“No one likes to miss their supper.” Mera winked.

Thunder boomed overhead, and Axton pulled up the hood of her cloak. She found it odd that there were no storm clouds above. Sunlight peeked through the mist, the further down the mountain they traveled until finally, it was free. Movement along the ground next to their cart caught her attention, and she looked down to see a shadow racing along beside them. The shape reminded her of the dragon in her dream from earlier. Startled at the thought, she peered up into the cloudy sky but didn’t see anything to worry about. 

As they drew closer to the village, Axton slowed the horses down with a gentle pull of the reins. They were grateful for the change of pace, snorting as they slowed down to a fast walk. It was now eerily quiet, except for the dinging of the pots and pans that were tied to the side of the cart. But still, Axton felt as if she were being watched.

“Are you all right?” Mera asked with a concerned voice. 

Axton gave her a small smile and shrugged. “I guess so. I had a weird dream earlier.” Oops. She gave Mera a furtive smile, hoping she wouldn’t catch the slip.

“You were sleeping? Out in the forest? How many times have I warned you not to let your guard down in the forest?”

“Dozens I would imagine.” Axton sighed. “But it was so peaceful out there today, especially near the water. I feel almost drawn to it.”

“Ah.” Mera nodded. “It’s your nymph side I would presume. You are connected to nature, especially forests.”

Axton nodded. “What about my elf side? What was my father like? He must have been handsome.”

“Indeed, he was extremely handsome. He was tall with hair so blonde it was nearly white, and eyes so blue they could rival the bluest of skies.” 

“Like your hair and eyes?” Axton guessed.

“Somewhat. The blue of his eyes was much lighter than my own.”

“Is it true that elves can change their appearance?”

Mera thought for a moment, then nodded. “It’s true. I’ve rarely changed my appearance, but I’ve known some who change their appearance quite often. Especially when they travel to the human world.”

“The human world.” Axton cringed. “From the way you’ve described it, I wouldn’t even care to visit.”

“It’s certainly not for everyone,” Mera agreed. 

“So can I change my hair color? Can you teach me how?”

“You don’t like your natural color? It’s beautiful. Goes so well with your bright green eyes.” 

“I look like a pumpkin.” 

Mera chuckled. “Not even close. Be proud of it. Your mother turned many heads back in the day until your father took notice. Once he claimed her, anyone who dared to look upon her with anything other than friendship faced his wrath.”

“Ew. If I turn heads, it’s because I’m snapping them. I don’t want any males making advances on me. That’s just gross.”

Mera laughed and nudged Axton’s shoulder with her own. “You’re more like your father when you talk like that.”

Axton beamed. “I’m glad. I mean, I love my mother and what you’ve told me about her, but I’m pretty sure I’d be a Papa’s girl if they were still alive.”

“I agree.” Mera smiled. “I definitely agree.”

 


Chapter Two

The village was bustling when they finally arrived. The road to the center of town was full of buyers and traders. 

Mera guided Axton towards an empty stall where they could set up their table and handed her some coins.

“Why don’t you go and pay for our booth, and I’ll set everything up? I know you’ll want to go and see your friends as well. There’s a little extra for whatever catches your eye or stomach.” 

“Are you sure? I can help you first.”

“I’ve got it all under control. Now scoot.” Mera waved her away with a grin.

Without another thought, Axton turned and sped through the crowd, dodging all sorts of fae and creatures, while keeping a lookout for her friends. 

The sound of splashing water drew her attention once she reached the village square. Unable to see what the crowd was cheering about, she ducked and swerved around them until she popped out in front of everyone. At first, she blinked, not comprehending what she was seeing. Then it dawned on her who she was looking at. It was her two sprite friends.

“Felipina! Feya!”

The two sprites, a little less than three foot tall, shrieked and flew up out of the fountain, their yellow eyes alight with delight. They twirled in the air, spraying anyone close enough before heading straight for Axton, whom they hugged as tightly as they could.

“Axton! We’ve missed you!”

“Yes, we have,” Felipina chimed in with a soft smile. 

“Our shenanigans just aren’t the same without you.” Feya snickered. “Come on! There’s mischief to be had!”

Axton laughed and followed the small sprites away from the crowd of onlookers. “Have you two seen Tadhg?”

“Perhaps.” Felipina tapped her chin.

“Who knows with that púca.” Feya rolled her eyes. “He could be anywhere and in any animal form.” They all three began to eye every animal they spotted, silently wondering if it was Tadhg. 

“Oh! Look! Ribbons!” Felipina suddenly took off towards one of the stalls that had ribbons and scarves in all sorts of colors and mixtures.

“I swear she’s part cat.” Feya giggled, before pursuing her sister. 

Axton laughed until something nudged her from behind. Looking over her shoulder, she saw a goat chewing on the sash at her waist.

“Go away, you bothersome creature.” She yanked at her sash, but he wouldn’t let it go. Just stared at her for a moment, then continued to chew.

“Give me that!” 

“Baaah!”

“Don’t you bay at me, you little devil.” She tugged and tugged, but he wouldn’t let go. It finally dawned on her who he might be. “Tadhg if that’s you, you better let go. I’m warning you!” With one last, hard tug, he let go, and she stumbled backward into the two sprites. All three of them shrieked, causing heads to turn. Axton let out a breath, thankful she didn’t fall to the ground, but it was short-lived. The goat lowered its head and charged at her. Feya and Felipina yelped and bolted into the air above them. 

“Watch out!” Feya called out.

“Not the pretties!” Felipina added.

Axton crashed into a table where dozens of trinkets lay sprawled out. 

“Oh!” She landed hard but jumped up as soon as the stallkeeper started to reach for her. Grabbing the goat by the horns, she bared her teeth. “You’re going to pay for that!”

“Aye, ye meddlesome whelp!” The stall keeper shook her fist at Axton. “Ye are sure going to pay for this!”

Axton dodged the keeper’s hands and took off running with the sprites and the goat hot on her heels.

They zig-zagged through town until they neared the eastern outskirts. There, they collapsed into a pile of laughter next to a large stream.  

“I thought for sure you were going to get caught, Ax.” Felipina giggled. 

“I almost did thanks to that blasted goat.” Axton glared at the creature.

Feya tucked her wings behind her back and walked towards it with a smirk. “We know it’s you, Tadhg. You might as well shift now.”

A bright light shot out from around the goat, and then a blond-haired boy of seventeen stood there, his pale brown eyes full of laughter. “I couldn’t help myself.”

Axton launched herself at the young male and hugged him tightly. “I knew it was you! No one else is as mischievous.”

Tadhg glanced at the sprite sisters. “I beg to differ.”

Felipina smiled shyly at him, while Feya snickered. 

A loud shriek filled the air, and they all looked up to see dragons flying overhead.

“What do you think they’re doing?” Axton asked.

Felipina shook her head and hovered nervously above the ground near Axton. “Looking for dinner?”

Feya agreed, keeping close to her sister.

“Could be.” Tadhg pondered. “It’s been passed around the village that Dragomere, the dragon rider’s school, is taking new students this month and next.”

“Tryouts?” Axton inquired. 

Tadhg nodded. “Yes. I was thinking of going myself. Even if I don’t make it as a rider, I could do something else. Like craft leather for the riders.” 

“You are quite talented in that area,” Axton agreed. 

“Who wants to ride a silly dragon?” Feya rolled her eyes. “Especially when you have wings of your own.”

A deep bellow came from above, and Feya yelped and hid behind Tadhg. “They sure are loud. Do you think they know how to use an inside voice?” She wiggled a finger in her smarting ear.

Axton remained quiet, deep in her own thoughts. 

“I’ll be leaving for Dragomere soon. You should think about going, Ax,” Tadhg pointed out while chewing on a long, thin blade of dried grass. 

“I do find it very intriguing,” she pondered.

“Let’s do it then!” Tadhg turned, then stopped and stared over Axton’s shoulder. “Who are you?” He sized up the stranger in a swift glance.

“The name’s Kalen.” His teal-colored eyes sparkled good-naturedly, coming to a stop when they landed on Axton. 

Axton lifted a brow at his perusal. “Can we help you?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation as I was passing by. I’m actually on my way to Dragomere myself.” 

“Really?” Axton’s eyes lit up at the news.

Kalen nodded. “I figure it’s worth a shot.”

Tadhg grumbled and crossed his arms over his chest, annoyed at the male for interrupting their conversation.

Feya and Felipina fluttered around Kalen in open curiosity. When he smiled and winked at them, Felipina blushed and hid behind Axton, while Feya grinned flirtatiously back at him.

 “So what are you exactly?” Feya asked as she hovered in the air in front of Kalen.  “I can tell you’re a water creature of some sort.”

Kalen ran a hand through his shoulder-length, dark blue, and emerald green hair. “Mer.”

“He’s so dreamy,” Felipina whispered.

Axton sighed. “You think most males are dreamy, Fel.” 

“And what’s wrong with that?” 

“Nothing, if that’s what you’re into.” Axton smiled at her long-time friend.

Returning her gaze to Kalen, she studied him while he was talking with Feya and Tadhg. He was different, that was for sure. His skin was marbled in blue and white, which probably helped camouflage him in the sea. Silvery scales helped form his cheekbones, which gave his face an angular shape. The tail end of them disappeared into his hairline. He was quite handsome in a fishy sort of way. When he suddenly turned towards her, she quickly looked away and caught Tadhg watching her. Heat swept up her neck and into her cheeks at being caught gawking at the merman. 

“Well, Ax. I think it’s about time we got back to town. Don’t you have to go and pay for Mera’s spot?” Tadhg hinted, clearly wanting to get away from Kalen. 

Axton grimaced, forgetting about the coins Mera had handed her before she left earlier. “You’re right! I do need to go.” She didn’t want to though. It was nice to meet new people and creatures. “Good luck on your venture, Kalen.” 

Kalen gave a curt nod. “Thank you, Axton. It was nice to meet you as well. Hopefully, we will meet again.”

Words wouldn’t come, at least not in a complete sentence, so she just smiled and hurried away. She would never admit to being totally and utterly flustered. Not ever.

 

 


Chapter Three

Axton stirred the rabbit stew Mera had purchased from the tavern down the road from where they stayed and sighed.

“Everything okay, love?” Mera asked, her voice filled with concern. “Is the stew not good?”

It’s fine,” Axton assured her. “It’s just that I feel restless of late, and I’m not sure why.”

Startled at the response, Mera dropped her eyes to her bowl, then cleared her throat. “I think I may know why.”

Axton swallowed the bite of stew she had just popped into her mouth. “What? How could you possibly know why I feel this way?”

“There are things I need to tell you. Things it’s time you knew.’’ Mera let out a troubling sigh. “About your birth and family.”

Axton set her half-eaten stew aside and scooted closer to Mera. “You’ve told me I’m half-elf and half nymph. And that you saved me right after I was born. Something about a fire?”

Mera placed a comforting hand on Axton’s shoulder. “While that is true, there’s also a lot I left out.”

“Why would you leave out anything?”

“It was for your safety, love, as well as my own.” 

A dark gray cat with purple stripes entered their tent, its tail lifted while it prowled around in curiosity, and Mera stopped her story to gush over the small feline.

“Oh, you must be hungry. Here, have some stew, little friend.” She set her bowl near the cat and smiled down at it as it sniffed the still warm stew. “That’s a good kitty.”

The cat meowed and circled the bowl, finally settling down facing away from them.

Axton narrowed her eyes on the cat, but Mera started to speak once more and drew her attention away from it to continue her story. This time, she lowered her voice.

“You were just a newborn when I was told to take you away.”

“Why was that?”

“Let me tell you the story without you interrupting, and you’ll find out.”

Axton gave her an apologetic smile and tucked her hands under her thighs, ready to listen.

“There was a fight between your father and his brother. Your uncle hated that your father fell in love with a female not of elven blood. He wanted to keep their bloodline pure, so to do that, he killed both of your parents. What he didn’t know was that your mother had just given birth a few days before, and that’s when I found her. That is when she asked me to take you away.” Mera’s eyes filled with tears at the memory. 

Pain for her parents’ brutal deaths weighed heavy on Axton’s heart, but it still didn’t explain everything. “But what does that story have to do with my restless feeling?” 

Mera took hold of her right hand and held it tight. “You have a twin sister.”

“I have a sister?”

“Yes, a close friend took her to raise just in case something were to happen to one of you.” Mera paused when the bowl the cat had been eating from suddenly flipped over, startling the two females. 

“Oh, what a mess!” Mera exclaimed. 

While she started to clean up, Axton glared at the cat, who stared back at her with a bored expression, then began cleaning its front paws off one at a time. She had a feeling the cat was a certain púca she knew.

“Should I shoo this troublesome cat away, Mera?” Axton smirked over at the feline, who froze in place with his paw at his open mouth.

“No, no. He might knock down other things if you do that.”

The cat puffed out his chest at Mera’s words, and Axton curled her fingers inward, making clawing motions in the air at him, promising retribution. He finally sauntered away and slipped out of the tent. Axton let out a relieved huff of breath and turned back to Mera.

“So I have a twin sister. I’m not quite sure what to say or even think.”

Mera smiled. “I believe that’s the restless feeling you’ve been having lately.”

“Maybe so.” Axton nibbled on her lower lip.

“There’s also more.” 

“More? What else could you possibly say now?”

Mera chuckled. “Trust me. You need to hear it all. I have the documents you will need if you will someday want to meet with your sister and come up with a plan to take back your titles and land. As well as the castle.”

“Castle?!” Axton’s eyes widened. “I lived in a castle?”

“You did. Only for a brief moment, but yes. You are a princess.”

There was a loud scuffle outside the tent. Two high-pitched voices rose in excitement.

“Perhaps we should continue this conversation at a later time,” Mera insisted, worry etched in her voice.

Axton frowned but nodded her agreement. “I’ll be right back.” Slipping from the tent, she went around the corner and confronted her two sprite friends, whom she had guessed had been eavesdropping.

“What are you two doing?” Axton hissed. “And you!” She pointed at the cat who had been in the tent. “You’re the most meddlesome of all.”

The sprites giggled and curtsied in the air at Axton. “Ah, Princess.” Feya batted her eyes. “We were just out here minding our own business when we heard Mera call you a princess.”

 Felipina smiled warmly. “And we heard that you have a twin sister.”

“I do.” Axton chewed on her lower lip deep in thought. A commotion to her left caught her eye, and she watched as the cat leaped behind a stack of crates. A moment later, a fully clothed Tadhg reemerged. “Hello, princess.” 

Axton scowled at the three of them. “Stop calling me that.”

“Why?” Tadhg demanded. “Now that you’re titled, you won’t hang around peasants such as us.”

“She won’t?” Felipina’s lips trembled. 

“What?” Feya’s eyes darted from Tadhg to Axton in confusion.

“Stop it!” Axton took a step towards Tadhg. 

“Or what?” he challenged. “Are you going to throw me in the dungeon?”

“The Mire is more like it,” she returned hotly.

“The Mire!” Felipina shuddered.

“Oh! How exciting!” Feya pumped a fist into the air. “That place is wicked.”

Tadhg rolled his eyes and crossed his arms firmly over his chest. “I’d rather face the mud-sucking mire than have to bow to some princess for the rest of my life.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Axton growled. “I would never make my friends bow to me. That’s absurd.”

Tadhg grunted as if he didn’t believe her.

“She wouldn’t do that,” Felipina objected, and Feya agreed.

“Whatever,” Tadhg replied.

“Oh!” Axton threw up her hands. “What is it with you?” 

Tadhg looked away with a scowl.

“A title isn’t going to change how I feel about my friends,” Axton argued softly.

Tadhg covered the ground between them until they stood toe to toe. “I’m going to remind you of this conversation if you ever forget about us.” 

“Trust me. That will never happen.” 

Tadhg nodded and backed away. “I think I know how you can take your birthright back.”

Axton frowned. “How’s that?”

“Try out as a dragon rider.”

“A dragon rider! Me?” Part of her was intrigued by the idea, and the other part was a bit frightened. “What if I’m not meant to ride?”

Tadhg gave her a lopsided grin. “What if you are? I think you’d make a great dragon rider. You’re the smartest and toughest female I know.” 

“I don’t know…?” 

“I’ll be right there with you. Just think about it.”

“And so will we!” Feya and Felipina offered excitedly.

“You don’t have a choice now, do you?” Tadhg speculated with a knowing smile. 

Axton rubbed at her neck. “It would be nice to travel and see more of the realm.”

“What are you going to do then?”

Axton gazed around at her three loyal friends, unsure of what to tell them. “I do find it hard to say no. I will probably talk more with Mera about it. Of course, you two sprites better come along if I decide to go.” 

“Yes!” Feya shouted, then immediately covered her mouth with a hand when Axton motioned for her to be quiet. 

Felipina shook her head at her sister, then hugged Axton tightly. “We would be delighted to journey with you. Someone has to look out for you since you’re so clumsy.”

Axton snorted and turned her eyes to Tadhg, who covered the distance between them and pulled her into a tight hug. “You better not be yanking my tail about going to the school as well,” she mumbled into his shirt.

“There’s no way you’re going without me.”

Axton chuckled softly and stepped away. “Thank you. Thank you all for being such wonderful friends.”

 


Chapter Four

It was well over a week later when three sharp knocks sounded on the cottage’s door, and Axton jerked her head towards Mera, giving her a questioning look.

“Well, what are you waiting for, girl?” Mera waved a hand towards the front entrance. “Answer it already.” 

Axton unlatched the wooden slat that was used to lock the door from the inside and swung it open. Three familiar faces confronted her, and she blinked in confusion.

“Happy day of birth!” they shouted in unison.

“Well, don’t just stand there, love,” Mera scolded playfully. “Let them in.”

Tadhg, Felipina, and Feya upon hearing Mera ushered themselves inside in a flurry of excitement.

“What are you all doing here?” Axton asked.

“We were invited.” Feya took to the air in a flutter of delight while her sister, Felipina, tucked her wings behind her back and carefully made her way over to Mera’s side with a shy smile. In her hands was a cake made with the sweetest of fairy berries.

“How is this, Miss Mera?”

Mera smiled warmly at Felipina. “Perfect, little one. Just perfect. You did an excellent job.” Taking the cake from her, she placed it on a table just off the kitchen.

Felipina beamed at the praise.

“And how are you, young man?” Mera kindly asked. “Since Axton has obviously lost her manners.”

“I…” Axton tried to explain, but promptly fell silent when she couldn’t explain herself. 

“Cat got your tongue?” Tadhg winked.

Axton punched him gently on the shoulder. “I’m just surprised to see you all here, that’s all.”

“You can thank Mera for that,” Tadhg explained. “We totally would have missed it, since someone didn’t tell us it was her birthday.”

“I had my mind on other things,” Axton returned with a shrug. “Not every day you get told you’ve got a sister and a birthright to take back.”

“I can understand that,” Tadhg agreed. “Here. Before I forget. These are for you.” He brought forth a bouquet and held them out with an awkward smile.

As soon as Axton touched them, the flowers shot up into the air full of giggles. Flower pixies. All vibrant and uniquely colored. 

“I didn’t realize…” Flummoxed, Tadhg could only stand there while his cheeks turned red. This made the tiny pixies giggle even harder. They surrounded him with their laughter, some becoming bold enough to kiss his heated cheeks before darting out the half-opened window near the front door. 

“Well, that was sweet.” Axton’s lips twitched upon seeing how flustered Tadhg had become. 

A shriek came from behind them, and they both turned to spot Feya chasing a couple of the pixies around the cake. “Stay away, you flower bugs! That’s for Axton!”

“We just want a small bite,” one of the pixies pleaded. 

“I’ll give you a bite!” Feya warned and snapped her teeth at the tiny beings. She struck out to capture one of them, but it was faster. Feya’s hand landed straight on the cake. “Oh no!” she cried. Withdrawing her hand, she eyed the glob of sweetness sticking to her fingers, then brought it to her mouth and tasted it. “Oh, yes! This is wonderful! My sister has outdone herself on this one!” 

“Feya! That was for Axton!” Felipina reprimanded. 

“It’s all right.” Axton laughed, as she handed out plates to everyone. “We can all enjoy some.” Her eyes landed on the remaining two pixies and motioned them toward the table. “And you, and your friends and family, are welcome to enjoy some as well.” 

With a squeal, the pixies gave out a shrill whistle and moments later the cottage was filled with more of their kind. 

Feya stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it around, glaring at the tiny creatures, while keeping a guarded hand on her plate, daring any one of them to get too close.

There was a gentle squeeze on Axton’s shoulder, and she swiveled around to see Mera’s shining smile. 

“I have some things for you.” Mera handed her a thick burlap sack.

“You didn’t have to get me anything.”

“It’s for your journey.”

“Journey?” Confusion filled Axton’s eyes. “What do you mean?”

Roars along with the thunder of wings suddenly shook the cottage. 

Everyone grew quiet.

Mera finally broke the silence.

“I know you’ve been pondering that dragon school. I think it would be a wonderful opportunity.” 

“But what if I don’t want to go? What if I decide I want to do something else?”

“Then do something else, but always follow your gut instinct.” Mera took hold of Axton’s trembling hands. “Perhaps dragons can sense potential riders? Maybe that is why we’ve been seeing and hearing so many of them lately. They won’t harm you. Most likely, they’re here to protect you as you make your way to the school.”

“You keep saying, as I make my way to the school. I don’t like that this has been dumped on me so suddenly. Aren’t you coming with me?”

“I have to take care of a few things here first, but I will be there soon. Brenna, my longtime friend, will be meeting me there. We will share a house while you and your sister try out as potential riders. Brenna has also secured a room for you both at the school.”

Roommates. 

Axton worried herself over the idea. She wondered what her sister would be like. Would they get along? Thousands of thoughts raced through her mind, almost making her want to bow out of going. 

Mera cupped her face and stared into her eyes. “You will be fine, Axton of Laen Tha’lor.”

“We will make sure she reaches her destination,” Tadhg promised with a closed fist over his heart. 

Feya and Felipina lifted themselves into the air, nodding their agreement. 

Mera smiled at them all. “I’m so thankful she has such wonderful friends as yourselves.”

“We’re thankful for the cake!” A shout came from the table where flocks of pixies stumbled over one another. 

Tadhg arched a brow. “Fel? Did you add rum to the cake by chance?”

Felipina turned scarlet. “Maybe,” she mumbled.

Axton’s lips curled up at the sight of the wobbling little creatures. “That explains it.” 

“Explains what?” A blue and black-haired pixie, no taller than four inches, pranced forward with her hands on her dainty hips, gazing up at Axton. She tilted to the side, which sent her sidestepping one way and then the other. “Whoa! Holy hot peppers! Did you feel that? I think your home is a little off-kilter. Either that or someone sneezed.”

“There was rum in the cake, Miss…?”

“Poppy. And yes, the cake certainly had fun in it.”

Axton blinked.

Poppy blinked. “What? Well, it did. It had lots of fun in it. Right, everyone?” 

There was a chorus of ayes. 

Axton sighed. “Right. Well…” She stiffened when Poppy flew in a zigzag pattern towards her and landed on her shoulder, where she promptly yawned, then settled down and fell asleep. She looked to Mera for help but only received a shrug in response. 

Tadhg pointed to the table. Most of the pixies were sprawled out and fast asleep as well. 

Feya snickered. “It looks like they had a little too much fun to me.”

“They’re so cute.” Felipina grinned and went to touch one. She yelped and came back with a bloody fingertip.

“Careful,” Tadhg warned. “They might be cute, but they’re also little devils.”

“I’m sure you’ve had some experience with them,” Axton teased.

Tadhg’s face turned red. “I don’t talk about that.”

“Oh, now I’m intrigued.” 

Tadhg shook his head, causing his bangs to fall over one eye. “Not saying a word.”

“Oh, you’re going to spill it one way or another.”

“Not happening.”

Axton laughed and started to help Mera clean the table off. “So, did you pick a flower not realizing it was a pixie?”

Tadhg tightened his lips and refused to talk, his eyes full of merriment.

“Speaking of flowers,” Felipina interjected. “Pixies love sleeping on them.” With Feya’s help, they placed the pixies on top of several petals inside the flower pots that lined the cottage windows. “There. That should do it. The sun has been out these past few days, and I know they enjoy it immensely.” 

“Fun in the sun,” Feya added jokingly. 

They all laughed lightly, each of them starting to feel the effects of the cake, but not wanting to take a nap. Not on such a beautiful day.

“Let’s go to the swimming hole!” Feya whispered strongly, and they all headed out the door.

“Have fun.” Mera waved. “Don’t forget about Poppy,” she reminded Axton.

Axton grinned and waved goodbye. 

Mera watched them for a time until they disappeared around a grove of colorful trees and bushes that lined the trail. Her heart was heavy, knowing that she would miss Axton’s presence, but she also knew it was time for her to fly. “I must write to Brenna,” she murmured to herself before quietly shutting the door.

 


Chapter Five

Axton and Tadhg faced one another behind the cottage a few days later. After finally accepting the fact that she did desire to go to Dragomere to see what fate held for her there, Tadhg had convinced her that they needed to train in hand-to-hand combat, as well as with other weapons. Being a dragon rider was for a reason, and that was for a potential war with any enemies. 

They started with daggers, but that proved way more dangerous than Tadhg had anticipated, so they settled for something a little less extreme. Plain old combat fighting.

“Tell me once more.” Axton stood up after catching her breath. “Why do we need to do this? Isn’t that what the school is for?”

Tadhg cranked the handle on the well nearby and took a long drink before answering. “I thought it might help if we already had a few skills. It’s good to be prepared.”

Axton walked over and snatched the dipper from his hand and took a grateful sip. “I guess you’re right. But I’ve got to do something with my hair.” Her eyes dropped down to the knife sheathed at his waist, and an idea popped in her head. His eyes narrowed, and she smiled. “Yes. I am going to need to cut it. Otherwise, it’ll just keep getting in my way.”

“I’ll braid it for you,” he offered. 

When he was done, he handed her the knife, and with a deep breath, she sliced it off and kicked the braid away. “There. How’s it look?”

“It looks…strange.”

“Strange?” Axton frowned. “What do you mean by strange?”

Tadhg ran a hand through his dark blond hair, then shrugged. “Just not used to seeing you with short hair. It’s spikey.”

“Spikey?” 

“Erm, yeah. Has a mind of its own or something. Goes in all sorts of directions as if a Whirly Bird got trapped in it and had to fight its way out.”

“A Whirly Bird? Really?” She thought about it then smirked. “Well, they are a vicious little fowl. Always finding trouble wherever they go.”

“That they are,” he agreed. “Now that you’ve mutilated your hair, let’s continue.”

She bowed and then backed away, enjoying the sensation of the shorter hair. “I can definitely tell the difference since I cut it. I feel lighter and able to move without it whipping into my face and obscuring my vision.”

“Good. Now you can see me better when I pummel you to death.”

“Ha!” The sharp tips of her ears reddened at his playful insult. “You’re going down this time.”

Tadhg lunged towards her, and she feinted to the left then swung to the right, ducked under his arm, and leaped onto his back. Her arms encircled his neck in a chokehold. He laughed and shifted beneath her, becoming a golden palomino. 

“Not fair!” she yelled. 

The horse reared, and Axton slid down its gleaming coat to land with a hard thud on the ground. She groaned and gazed up at the fog that lingered above the treetops in a daze. Suddenly, the horse’s face came into view and snorted, his whiskers tickling her face. She pushed his face away and stood up to dust herself off. “You don’t fight fair.” 

Tadhg shifted back to his natural form and offered Axton a hand up. When she stood before him with a scowl, he grabbed her shoulders and looked down into her eyes. “There are no fair fights, Ax. Remember that. When you’re in the fight for your life, you use any skills you can to take down your enemy.” 

“But I’m not a fighter, Tadhg. I don’t have any skills.”

His face softened. “It takes training. No one becomes a great warrior without experience and training. And I’m betting you have some skills, being that you’re half nymph and half elf. What’s something you can do that I or the others can’t do?”

Axton considered his words for a moment. “I can talk to animals and manipulate water. Although, the water one is more taxing on my energy, so I rarely play around with it.”

“It’s a start. Is there something that gives you back your energy?”

“Uh, sleeping?”

He chuckled. “Something else?”

“Well, being in the forests among the trees and grass seems to restore my energy faster.”

“Then I want you to practice with the water once a day, but don’t overexert yourself. I’m going to take a wild guess and assume the instructors at Dragomere will expect everyone to train in the skills they were born with.”

“When did you become so smart and grown-up?”

“I’ve always been smart.” He winked. “The growing up took a while. Plus, I’ve got you beat by a couple of years, so I’ve learned a thing or two.”

“And you had to make it on your own for most of your life.”

“That as well.” Tadhg hung his head.

Axton squeezed his upper arm. “Sorry to bring that up. How about we work with the bow? I’ve been practicing as you said. Watch.” 

Heading over to a huge oak tree, Axton picked up the smaller of two longbows that were made from some of the finest Elvin wood. Once she was facing the target Tadhg had set up a few days ago, she stood at a right angle to it with her back foot slightly forward, feet shoulder-width apart. Once she felt comfortable and balanced, she pointed the bow in a safe direction and nocked an arrow into the nocking point. 

“You have been practicing,” Tadhg acknowledged with a hint of pride in his voice. “I’m impressed.” 

Axton blushed at his praise and lifted the bow, a soft grip on the riser. Keeping her bow arm straight and parallel to the ground, she simultaneously drew the string back until it rested lightly against her face. Deep in concentration, she focused on where she wanted the arrow to go, held her breath, then released it. 

“Great shot!” Tadhg declared from behind her. 

Axton grinned. The arrow had lodged itself into the center of the target.

“Thanks.”

“Now, the question is,” Tadhg teased. “Can you do that from atop a dragon?”

“Maybe we should try atop a horse first?” Axton returned with a glint in her eye.

“Ha!” Tadhg let out a hearty laugh. “I don’t think so.”

Several minutes later, Axton was riding across the pasture on top of a golden palomino. 

 


Chapter Six

Mist hung low to the ground the morning Axton left for Dragomere. The morning light had yet to try and break through the cloudy skies above, and Moonlight Flowers glowed in the ghostly darkness surrounding the place she called home. 

Mera had put together a sack of food, some clothes, money, and handwritten directions to the school, as well as a map. She had also warned Axton not to reveal her true identity. Especially while passing near Laen Tha’ lor, the Elven Kingdom. 

After a tearful goodbye, and Mera promising that she would soon follow, Axton headed east. She and her friends would meet at Unicorn Falls, and from there, they would start their journey to Caledonia. 

The swoosh of dragon wings could be heard above, and Axton glanced up, but of course, she couldn’t see anything. The leaves on the trees swayed every time they passed overhead and made her feel somewhat protected.

She continued for quite a ways, the Moonlight Flowers lighting her way. When daybreak came, she could see Unicorn Falls up ahead and let out a relieved breath. The dense fog that swirled around her began to dissipate as the morning grew lighter. 

When she reached the edge of the falls, she stopped to rest and wait for her friends. 

Selecting a large, flat gray stone that was covered in moss, she settled on top of it and took in the area around her. She would miss this place. 

A family of unicorns stepped from the forest and made their way to the crystal clear water for a drink. Axton smiled at them when they noticed her, laughing when the foal reared, then raced around chasing some colorful butterflies. When it finally wore itself out, it trotted to the water’s edge and took a long drink next to its dam and sire. 

While Axton was gazing at the threesome, a loud screech filled the air above. 

The male unicorn let out a snort and pawed at the earth. With ears laid back, he guided his family back into the forest at a hard gallop. 

Axton held her breath at the sight above her. A couple of Mist Dragons circled over the treetops, scattering the wisps of fog until she could catch glimpses of them. They were massive. One eerily resembled the one from her dream. They landed on the mountain close to the water as it fell over the mountain. The larger of the two, her dream dragon look-alike, went to take a drink, and the smaller dragon swung its tail over the water. Axton couldn’t help but laugh as water splashed into the larger dragon’s face. 

A lethal stare from the large dragon had Axton swallowing hard. Its eyes narrowed down at her as if daring her to do so much as grin. When it finally turned its head away to focus on the other dragon, Axton let out a sigh of relief. Suddenly, it lunged forward, landing hard in the center of the river. A wave of water slammed into the smaller dragon and sent it falling over the falls. Rocks tumbled down with it. Try as it might, the small dragon couldn’t take flight in time, and it crashed into the pool near Axton. 

“No!” Axton hollered, as she was drenched from head to foot by the dragon’s impact. With sopping hair and clothes, she glared up at the dragon on top of the falls with murderous eyes. “Oh, you big pile of scales!”

The dragon snorted, white smoke exiting its nostrils, then took to the air with what looked like a grin.

More water sprayed Axton as the dragon that landed close to her shook itself off. Its ears folded down as if to say sorry, then it too was gone.

“Dragons! I haven’t even made it off of this island, and I already regret going anywhere near those crafty creatures. Why me?!” she shouted to no one in particular.

“What happened to you?” a familiar voice asked half an hour later while Axton huddled around a fire to dry her hair and clothes.

“Tadhg! Thank the realm you’re here.”

He chuckled but still looked a tad bit concerned. “What made you decide to take a dip into the pool? Needed a bath?”

Axton gave him a sour stare. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me. Nothing seems to surprise me anymore with you around.”

After telling him the story, he seemed to change his mind.

“Right.” He joked. “Did you bump your head on a rock? Looks pretty peaceful here to me. I think you just like to make stories up.”

“I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Believe what?” Feya and Felipina asked at the same time as they flew towards them. 

“She got bathed by a dragon!” a familiar voice squealed.

They each turned to see Poppy zipping in the air towards them.

“What are you doing here?” Axton asked. 

“I got nothing better to do, Axel.” Poppy landed on her shoulder and kissed her cheek.

“It’s Axton.”

“Isn’t that what I said?” 

“No, but it was close enough I guess. Would you answer my question?”

Poppy blinked her wide, expressive eyes. “Question?” 

“Why. Are. You. Here?” Axton ground out slowly. 

“Oh! Well, why not? I may come in handy.”

Feya started to give a snarky response when Tadhg snatched her from the air and placed a hand over her mouth. 

“Be nice,” he advised her softly. 

Feya grumbled but remained silent with arms crossed over her chest. 

“It’s going to be a long journey,” Axton warned the pixie. “And I’m not sure when, or if, I’ll be back this way. “Are you sure you want to go? Won’t your family miss you?”

“Yes!” Poppy squealed. “I mean no. Wait! I mean yes to going, and no, I don’t have any family. They’re gone. They were eaten by a cat.”

Everyone stared at the pixie in shock and horror. 

Finally, Axton broke the silence. “That’s horrible. I’m so sorry. Do you have any brothers or sisters?” 

“I have so many that I can’t keep count. We pixies produce faster than rabbits.”

Axton closed her eyes with a grimace, muttering under her breath, “Didn’t need to know that.”

“Well, we better get going,” Tadhg interrupted. “It’s quite a ways to the coast.”

Axton mouthed thank you to him and picked up her things. “I’m not good with directions. Does anyone know where we’re going? Mera gave me a map, but I’m still a bit clueless.”

A loud trump from above had the sprites and pixie flying for cover. 

The two dragons were back.

“I bet you all believe me now.” Axton smirked.

No one answered because they were all staring up at the two dragons in awe.

Finally, Tadhg broke the silence.

“Maybe we should follow them?”

Axton narrowed her eyes up at the largest dragon. “He thinks we should follow you,” she shouted. 

The dragon swooped down and glided over the pool towards them. Both of its wings touched the top of the water with every downward flap, causing it to ripple. 

Just as it would have slammed right into them, it rose and flew overhead, so close that Axton could reach up and touch its underbelly. It curled its neck around to look at her, its reptilian eyes examining her. 

As the tail passed over, everyone yelped and ducked except Axton. She turned in time to see the deadly spikes and froze. Thankfully, the dragon wished her no harm and lifted its tail just before it would have slammed her to the ground. With her jaw hanging open, she watched as it climbed higher and higher into the sky. 

“So do we follow you or what?” she hollered up at the descending creature.

Of course, it ignored her. 

“Now what?” She glowered down at the map.

“Now we head west,” Tadhg offered. Taking the map, he studied it briefly then turned and started striding away. “This way.”

A loud call from the large dragon sounded from above. It circled them before heading away from them once more.

“Oops. That’s the direction I meant,” he said with a flick of his wrist. “Definitely that way. The map must have been upside down.”

“This is going to be a long trip,” Axton grumbled to herself.

“An adventure with friends!” Feya cheered.

Her sister, Felipina, nodded in agreement, and the two sprites flew on each side of Axton as they followed the dragons toward the west. 

 

The forest became less dense the closer they got to the coast, and the air became warmer as they descended the mountains. It took them a couple of days to make it to the base, and when they did, Axton stopped to gaze back towards her home. It was a beautiful sight, at least to her, with the mist poised around the majestic peaks and trees as far as the eye could see. She hoped Mera would keep her promise and soon follow them to Glenfaelen. 

“Not much farther to the coast,” Tadhg mentioned.

“Then you best keep going, lad,” a strange male voice called out. Several other voices agreed with him.

Axton and her friends turned to see a group of gnomes, no bigger than fifteen centimeters tall, standing in front of the entrance to a small cavern. The one who had spoken stepped forward with his hand gripping a pickaxe. 

“Are you all daft or hard of hearing? We said leave. This is our territory.”

Axton displayed her hands in an open, non-threatening way. “We don’t mean any ill will or harm.” Her voice softened as she glanced over each one of them. “My friends and I are on our way to the coast, then from there, Caledonia.” Her eyes landed back on the gnome closest to her that seemed to be in charge, and she smiled, which caused him to clear his throat several times. He looked behind him as if to gain help from the others, but they all glanced away or shrugged.

“Fine then,” he finally answered. “Best be on your way.”

“My name is Axton, by the way. These are my friends, Tadhg, Feya, Felipina, and Poppy.” She motioned to each one in turn.

“Don’t care,” he returned gruffly, rubbing at his white beard. When Axton just stared down at him, he sighed. “My name is Quill.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Quill.”

The gnome grunted and dropped his gaze. Behind him, there was a commotion. 

Axton watched as a younger version of Quill limped towards them with a smile. He stopped and stood beside Quill and offered up his hand. “I’m Brix. This old grump is my dad.”

“Nice to make your acquaintance, Brix.” Axton’s face lit up in a grin that had the young gnome gulping. “Mind if I ask what happened?” She motioned to his leg.

“Not at all. The mine we were working in decided to collapse, and I didn’t quite make it out.”

The need to help him spread through Axton, and she knelt in front of the friendly male. “Would you care if I took a look? I may be able to help ease the pain.”

Quill started to push past Brix, but the young gnome was having none of it. 

“Of course you can. I have to warn you though. It’s a bit infected.” He lifted his pants leg until Axton could see the damage the rockslide had caused. The wound certainly had an infection. She would need to drain the boil of pus.

“I’ll need some warm water and fresh bandages. Oh, and some salt from those rocks over there.” She pointed to some light gray boulders near the cave entrance.

“Why do you need salt?” Quill crossed his arms over his chest and scowled at Axton.

“That salt will help dry out the pus and cause the boil to drain.”

“And what are you? Some sort of healer?”

“Dad! Quit antagonizing her with your questions and let her try what she thinks is best. I’m willing to do just about anything to end the pain this is causing me.”

“Fine,” Quill grunted. “But if she’s up to no good, she’s going to taste the end of my ax.”

A roar from the sky had all the gnomes scurrying for cover except for Quill and Brix. They joined Axton and her friends by looking up to see two dragons flying in wide circles above them. 

“Friends of yours?” Quill grumbled.

“Actually, yes,” Axton replied. “Well, sort of.”

“Figures. Ragtag bunch, the lot of you.”

“Dad!” Brix chastised. “If you can’t be nice then don’t say a thing.”

“Just call it as I see it, son.”

Axton hid a smile, feeling that the older gnome was hiding a big, soft heart under all that grumpiness. 

When the water and fresh bandages were brought to her, she met Brix’s eyes. “This might sting.”

He nodded, and she began to work. A clean, sterilized knife was used to create a cut in the boil to where it could drain. Once that was done, she used some of the water to clean out the infected area then made a poultice with the salts and placed it over the wound. With a hand placed over the area, she closed her eyes and summoned the nature around her to help in his healing. Heat flowed from her to his knee until she fell back, exhausted from her efforts. Two strong arms caught her, and she met Tadhg’s eyes. 

“Look!” Brix exclaimed. “The wound is closing up!” 

His father was the first to peer at the wound, then the other gnomes ventured out of their hiding spots to examine his knee. All were in total awe and glanced around at one another. 

Brix stood up and began walking around. “No limp!”

“Are you a witch?” Quill asked.

“No.” Axton shook her head. “Part nymph.”

“Ah, I see,” he remarked, his ruddy face reddening a bit as he fought to say more. “I guess…well…thank you.” He took off his red cap and bunched it in his hands. 

“Yes, thank you, my friend.” Brix grinned. “I am indebted to you.”

“No need for that,” Axton protested. “I was more than happy to help.”

“Well, still. If you’re ever in need of anything, you can call on me.”

“And the same goes for me,” Quill insisted. Other gnomes began declaring their loyalty as well at his declaration. 

Above, the dragons grew restless, their movements on the cliff sending down small rocks that bounced down the face of the steep side. 

“Looks like we better be going,” Tadhg suggested quietly to Axton. 

“Any particular place you’re headed?” Quill asked.

Axton gazed off towards the west and picked up her burlap sack, then slung it over her shoulder. “We are headed to Dragomere.”

Quill looked up at the dragons and then back to Axton and her friends before nodding. “It makes sense now. But before you leave, let me offer you something for your journey.” 

“That’s not necessary,” Axton said, but the elderly gnome wouldn’t listen to her. Instead, he disappeared into the mine and came back out a few minutes later carrying a small sack filled with silver and gold. “Here. This should help you all with lodging, food, or trade. Thank you again for helping my son.”

“You’re welcome, and thank you.” Axton gave him a soft smile. 

After placing his gift in her sack, she and her friends were once more on their way west with the dragons leading the way. 

 


Chapter Seven

“What is that stench?” Feya asked as she fanned her face to ward off the smell around them. 

“It’s the mire.” Tadhg chuckled. “And we have to cross it.”

“Can’t we go around it?” Felipina objected.

“It would take too long,” Tadhg claimed. “Don’t worry though. We can all fly over it. Well, all but one of us.” He gave Axton a pointed look. 

“That figures,” she grumbled while gazing out over the murky, muddy stink hole that blocked their way to the middle of the coastline. “How does one even cross it? Is there a trick to it?” 

“The trick is to not fall in,” Tadhg cautioned. “Not only is the stench hard to wash off, but the mud can pull you under. The mist doesn’t help any either. Don’t let it confuse you.”

“That’s great. Sign me up.” Axton sighed. “Sounds like this is going to suck.”

“Only if you fall in.” Poppy reminded her with a pat on the shoulder, before zipping into the sky where Feya and Felipina already hovered.

Axton glared at the tiny pixie, then turned her eyes on Tadhg. “Can’t you turn into a dragon or flying horse?”

“Unfortunately, no. Maybe one day when I perfect my abilities and can have more time to practice, but it’s hard enough to stay in the forms I can change into. Distractions can cause me to shift unexpectedly, and the bigger the animal, the more energy it takes to stay in that form. We wouldn’t want to chance it.” 

There was a scuffle behind them, and they both turned to see the two mist dragons watching them with curious gazes.

“Unless you’re here to help me cross this foul-smelling place, I suggest you watch out. If I fall in, there’s a chance you’ll get splashed by this muck.” 

Both dragons moved backward.

“Yeah. Yeah.” Axton waved them off. “Everyone wants to see me bite it. Ha. Ha.”

Tadhg squeezed her arm and then pointed out across the pungent, oozing mud. “See those rocks scattered here and there? Just step across those as carefully as you can.”

Axton hadn’t noticed them before, and now she felt a little better. “That seems easy enough.” After strapping her sack to her back, she took a deep breath and wandered closer to the mire. “Goodness, it stinks!” 

“Here.” Tadhg tore some cloth off the bottom of his shirt and made her a mask. “Better?” 

“Much,” Axton assured him. “Thanks.”

With a nod, Tadhg shifted into a large bird and took off into the air. 

With one last look at her surroundings, Axton cautiously stepped out onto the nearest rock. The mud bubbled up around her everywhere she looked, but at least the smell wasn’t as bad now. 

She made it across several more rocks before she had to stop and give herself a moment to catch her breath. It was slow and time-consuming, but also stressful as she tried to maneuver her way across the expanse of the muddy mire. As she passed through the mist, she felt disoriented and had to stop a few times. 

Up above, she could hear the swoosh of dragon wings as they flew overhead. Shaking off the dizziness, she started forward once more but missed her mark. Her foot slid and she let out a high-pitched scream as she started to fall.

Just before she hit the mud, two strong talons grabbed her gently around the waist and lifted her to safety. Unable to breathe from the dizzy spell that had hit her, she passed out. 

“Ax!” Her name being called from all different directions had her furrowing her brow. Her head hurt from the effort, and she blinked several times until her vision cleared enough to see all of her friends surrounding her. 

“What happened?” she finally croaked out.

“You almost became swamp bait,” Poppy informed her. “You were this close.” She pinched her thumb and index fingers as close as she could to get her point across. 

“She’s right,” Feya agreed. “You slipped and almost fell in that nasty mud.”

Felipina nodded from close by, worry etched on her face. 

“How are you feeling, Ax?” Tadhg asked. “Do you remember the dragon saving you?”

“Dragon?”

“Yes. That big one we’ve been following. It swooped down as soon as you screamed.”

“I screamed?”

He chuckled. “Just like a girl when she spots a spider.”

Axton whacked him on the arm as she brought herself up into a sitting position. Her eyes scanned the area around them and spotted the two dragons nearby. The bigger of the two watched her while she struggled to rise to her feet.

“What are you doing?” Tadhg asked with concern. 

“Getting up, genius. What’s it look like?”

Feya, Poppy, and Felipina snickered.

“You should rest. Between helping that gnome and then fighting through the fog, you’ve lost a lot of energy.”

“I’ll be fine.” Once she was steady on her feet, she headed toward the dragons. She stopped a few feet away and examined them both before allowing her gaze to focus on the larger one. “Thank you for saving me.”

The dragon craned its neck until its nose was mere inches away from her. It breathed in her scent, nostrils flaring wide while taking her in with its eyes. When she lifted her hand to touch it, the dragon shook its great head, lined with sharp horns, and shuffled backward out of her reach. 

Axton dropped her hand with a disappointed sigh. “I won’t hurt you.”

The dragon seemed to size her up before snorting and leaping into the air, its wings beating hard to keep it afloat until reaching a high enough altitude that the wind helped hold it aloft. From there, it and the smaller dragon circled them from above.

“So did it talk to you?” Tadhg asked, coming up behind Axton to stand at her side.

“No.” She frowned. “Maybe my gift is wearing off?”

“I wouldn’t think so.” Tadhg clasped a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Having gifts that pertain to nature is a nymph trait. Maybe you shocked it into silence?” he teased.

Axton laughed and hoisted her pack over one shoulder. “Well, shall we continue?”

“Are you feeling up to it?” Tadhg asked in concern. “We can afford to rest awhile until you regain your strength.”

“I’m ready. The mire just made me feel dizzy because of how low the fog was. I had a hard time seeing where I was going.”

Poppy chose that moment to fly over and settle herself in the hood of Axton’s dark green cloak. “I’m ready! Let’s get this adventure started!”

“Are you two ready?” Axton turned to the sprites.

Feya and Felipina grinned and nodded their approval. 

“Guess we are off again. Any idea how far it is to Arrendale?”

Tadhg thought for a moment. “If you had a horse, it would probably be a full day’s ride.”

“Speaking of a horse. I think I may spend some of this silver for a decent mount.”

“That would be a wise investment,” Tadhg agreed. “Because getting across Caledonia is going to take a while.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“Why didn’t you ask one of the unicorns?” Poppy asked as she leaned over Axton’s shoulder below her ear.

“They won’t venture out of the mountains, and I wouldn’t ask them to,” Axton explained. “Their horns are often sought after for their ivory and healing powers.”

“That’s true.” Poppy sniffed. “And horrible to think that someone can be so cruel. Pure evil.”

The group all agreed and continued on their way. The grasslands soon became dotted with rocks and boulders the closer they got to the village of Arrendale. It took them over half the day, but they soon crested a hill and came to a stop near a cluster of rocks. 

Tadhg leaped onto them and climbed to the highest point until he could see out over the land before them. “Not much further. I can see the lights of the village.”

“So should we continue or wait until the morning?” Axton asked.

“It will take us an hour, perhaps a little less, to make it down there.” 

“An hour?” Axton tapped an index finger on her lower lip in thought. “I’m all for it. Hopefully, we can find a room for the night and get a good night’s sleep for once since we started this journey.”

“And some food. I’m tired of berries and bread,” Felipina added.

“Yes! My sentiments exactly.” Feya rubbed her belly.

 “Let’s go then!” Poppy flew from her spot in Axton’s hood and zipped around full of energy.

With a lighthearted laugh, Axton, with the help of Tadhg, led their small group toward the village below. 

“Look! The ocean! It’s so pretty!” Poppy shouted above the wind, once they reached the coast of Arrendale. 

As far as the eye could see were boats lined up along the shore. Docked for the night, or being prepped for passengers to take to Caledonia. 

Tadhg led the way down a wooden walkway next to the sea, taking in all the sights along with everyone else. He stopped several times to check on rooms to rent, but all were rented for the evening.

Up ahead, Axton saw a sign hanging over a quaint, brightly painted tavern. “Try there.” She pointed so that Tadhg could make inquiries. 

“The Siren’s Song?” Tadhg blinked, but at Axton’s disgruntled look, he stepped inside and froze. “Ah, hell.”

“What?” Axton peeked over the saloon-style doors. It took her a minute for her eyes to adjust to the lighting, but once she did, she smiled. “It’s Kalen!”

Tadhg scowled. “I’m sure they don’t have any rooms left. Maybe we should keep looking.” He turned to usher Axton back, but the merman’s voice drifted across the room.

“Hello, friends!” Kalen shouted over the sound of music and singing. “Come on in!”

“You heard him,” Axton declared and pushed past Tadhg. She was followed in by the two sprites and Poppy, who had darted inside the hood of her cloak. 

“What brings you to Arrendale?” Kalen asked while ordering a round of drinks. 

“Just passing through,” Axton noted. “We’ve been searching for a room to rent for the night. Know of any?”

“I sure do. Right here. My cousin and his wife own this place. I’ll get you squared away. Be right back.”

After he left, Tadhg settled into a chair to Axton’s left, his arms crossed over his broad chest. 

Axton took notice, but it wasn’t his displeased attitude she found interesting, but his looks. Gone was the boy she grew up with. Since when did he gain all that muscle? Even his face had filled out. High, sharp cheekbones and an angular chin. When he turned his head to look at her, she quickly found something only she could see on her cloak. Calm as could be, she flicked the imaginary lint off and waited for Kalen to return. 

The sounds of squeals caught her ear, and she watched as Feya and Felipina joined in song and dance over in one corner of the room. Even though they looked young, they matured around the age of ten. 

“Hard to believe they’re only thirteen years old.” Tadhg’s smooth voice broke through her thoughts. 

“It is,” Axton agreed. “I’m glad they’re having fun.” 

“Okay,” Kalen rejoined them. “There’s one room left, and it’s yours.” He held the key out to Axton, who took it from him with a smile.

“How much do we owe for it?” She leaned in closer to hear him better.

“Owe? It’s been paid for. Don’t worry about it.”

“But…”

Kalen flicked his wrist in the air. “Like I said. Paid for. They owe me for the past few weeks, so I had them take it out of my pay.”

“Thank you.” Axton grinned. When she glanced at Tadhg, she swallowed and pretended not to see the glower he bestowed upon Kalen. “We thank you.” She kicked his shin under the table.

“For the love of…!” Tadhg ground out then stopped himself and grimaced. “Yeah, thanks and all that.”

“No worries.” Kalen arched a brow, looking back and forth between Axton and Tadhg.

“What’s a pixie got to do to get a drink around here?” Poppy chose that moment to rise from Axton’s hood. With a saucy grin at Kalen, she plopped down on her friend’s shoulder and crossed her dainty legs at the ankle. 

Kalen tilted his head and acknowledged the wee pixie with interest. “Well, hello there, little one. What will it be? Nectar or pollen?”

“Oh! A male after my own heart.” She patted her tiny chest with a giggle. “Nectar, please.” 

“You got it!” Motioning for a waitress, he ordered the pixie a drink, then asked Tadhg and Axton what they preferred. “What would you two like?”

“Out of here,” Tadhg muttered under his breath and received another kick from Axton.

“Some lemon tea would be nice,” she responded.

“So where are you headed?” Kalen ignored Tadhg and concentrated on Axton.

“Same place as you. That is if you’re still going.” 

Kalen’s brows shot up. “Dragomere? Really? That’s wonderful news. Would you mind if I tagged along?”

“No,” Axton and Poppy both said simultaneously, while a yes came from Tadhg, who looked unhappy at the thought. 

“We’d be delighted for the extra company.” Axton gave Tadhg a warning look. 

“Great! I’ll get my cousin to take us across the strait. He owns a fishing boat. Speaking of fish. Are you all hungry? His wife cooks the best fish you’ve ever had.”

“Yes.” Axton looked thrilled at the mention of food. “I’m definitely down for a home-cooked meal.” 

“Be prepared to dine then,” Kalen promised. 

And it was a wonderful promise. The fish came out perfect in a baked lemony sauce, with vegetables on the side. 

By the time the food arrived, Feya and Felipina had returned and helped devour the large meal.

“That was the best food I’ve eaten in a while.” Felipina drooped in her chair. 

“I concur,” Feya said as she sucked the juices off of each fingertip with loud smacks.

Kalen winked at the sprites then held up some fruit and wiggled it at Poppy, who zig-zagged across the table in a drunken sway from the nectar she downed earlier. Her three-inch height only made the situation cuter to watch. 

Axton watched Poppy bite into the flesh of the pink and gold-colored fruit. “Watch out for her teeth,” Axton warned. “They’re sharp!”

Kalen laughed and cut up the fruit into tiny bite-size pieces for the petite pixie. “There. No fingers need to be involved.”

“Wise choice.” Axton grinned. “We’ve all learned the hard way about her teeth.”

“Speaking of teeth.”  Tadhg intervened. “Time to brush these beauties and get some rest. Everyone ready to retire for the evening?” 

Feya and Felipina yawned, no answer needed, while Poppy finished her fruit and made her way back over to Axton where she curled up in her favorite spot. 

“Guess that’s your answer.” Axton chuckled. Turning to Kalen, she bid him goodnight and followed Tadhg and the sprites up a set of stairs off to the side of the entrance. 

 


Chapter Eight

“Rise and shine!” Poppy hollered after sliding under the door to the room they were given the night before. “Breakfast is being served.”

Axton rolled over with a huge yawn, bone-tired from all the walking she had done to get this far. Tadhg, she noticed, had made a pallet on the floor near the door. Probably to guard them against any intruders. It made her heart beat a little faster knowing he cared so much. 

“Come on everyone! Time to get this show on the road.” Poppy flitted around, the sound of her wings making the two sprites groan.

“Go away before I turn you into pixie dust,” Feya grumbled and pulled her pillow over her head.

Felipina giggled and stretched. “Did you say breakfast? I’m hungry.” She crawled from bed and dashed out of the room, Poppy hot on her heels.

“Oh, good grief.” Feya rolled from the bed and took off after her sister and the pixie. “Someone has to keep them out of trouble.”

“Ha! More like keep you out of trouble, Feya!” Axton laughed. Her eyes drifted over to Tadhg as he stood up and rolled up his blanket. “Good morning.” She smiled. “What is the plan for today?” Her stomach growled loudly in the quiet room now that the others were gone.

He smirked and stepped over to the bed in front of her. “Apparently, breakfast first.”

Axton blushed and slipped from the bed, her hand reaching out to push him away in a playful manner. Her hand hit a rock, or so she thought. His chest was hard as marble. Dropping her hand and her eyes, she looked for her boots to keep herself from openly ogling him. What was it with him lately that made her forget how to breathe? 

“Are you looking for these?” Tadhg dangled her boots in front of her with a lopsided grin.

“Thanks.” Axton grabbed them and slid them on, then dug through her pack to find a brush. “So you never answered my question.”

“About plans?” Tadhg perched on the edge of the bed and watched her brush out her hair. Not that she had much left after cutting it all off. “We should probably cross over to the mainland. I can’t remember the town’s name.”

“Clawthorne.”

Axton and Tadgh turned to see Kalen standing inside the door.

“Good morning, Kalen.” Axton smiled.

“Thank you, and same to you both.” His eyes fell on Tadhg, waiting for him to reply.

“Morning,” Tadhg mumbled, clearly not pleased to be interrupted by the merman.

“Well, I came to make sure you’re up. My cousin has just enough time to take us across to Clawthorne and make it back in time to help his wife with the lunch crowd.”

“Sounds perfect.” Axton smiled and slid on her cloak. As she strolled towards the door, Tadhg jumped up and took her elbow. When they moved past Kalen, he glanced down at the merman with a warning in his eyes.

Kalen narrowed his own before following them down the stairs. 

 

Breakfast was quickly eaten, and extra food for their journey was packed and given to the group to share on their long trek across Caledonia. Afterward, they followed Kalen’s cousin, Fin, to the docks and piled into the boat he motioned to. 

Fin was a nice, polite male with dark gray skin and pale gray eyes. His face was much like Kalen’s, with sharp cheekbones that gave him an exotic look. His nice demeanor didn’t fool Axton one bit though. It was always the quiet, nice ones that turned the deadliest in a life-and-death situation. 

“Starstruck by my cousin?” Kalen asked as he settled in beside Axton near the rear of the boat. 

“What?”

He nodded toward the front of the boat where his cousin stood. “You’re staring awfully hard,” he noted. 

“Just curious about him. I’ve never been outside of the mountains on Mist Aisle.”

“He’s…different.”

“Different how? Isn’t he a merman?”

“Not quite, but at the same time, yes.”

“Well, that’s confusing.”

Kalen chuckled. “He’s a mershark.”

“And how’s that any different than a merman?”

“Mersharks are a lot more intense and territorial. But only with others of their kind. They normally don’t live on land as he does.”

“And he’s living on land because…?”

“His mate. She’s a land dweller and can’t live underwater.”

“Oh, right. I see.”

“Does he ever get to return to where he’s from in the water?”

“Occasionally. Mostly, he just sticks close to shore. He doesn’t like to leave her side.”

“Well, I imagine it’s that way when you’re in love.” Axton shrugged.

“I suppose,” Kalen admitted. “It would take someone very special to change who you are and where you come from.”

“True. The right one could aid in that type of decision.”

“So, have you met the one yet?” Kalen boldly asked.

Taken aback, Axton reared away from him in mock horror. “I’m only sixteen, Kalen. Give me a break.”

“Yeah, give her a break.” Tadhg plopped down on the other side of Axton, his eyes meeting Kalen’s. 

“A lot of people find their true mates while young,” Kalen argued. “My parents were fourteen when they met.”

Axton shook her head. “I’m not ready for that kind of commitment, to be honest. I want to explore life for a bit before I settle down. If Dragomere is my future, I won’t have time for romance.”

“Romance?” Kalen choked out. “Who said anything about romance?”

At his wink, Axton rolled her eyes towards the sky. She was immediately distracted by the mist dragons that flew lazily overhead. 

A bump under the boat had her reaching for the side in fear. Peering over the edge she gasped, “What is that?”

Kalen and Tadhg frowned at one another then leaned over to have a look. 

“I don’t see anything,” Tadhg answered. 

Fin hollered from the front, “Sea dragons! Be on the lookout. They won’t hurt you unless you give them a reason.”

Feya and Felipina clung to each other as they tried to catch glimpses of the underwater dragons. “Look! There’s one!” Feya pointed. 

Axton fell back as the one Feya pointed at rose up out of the water to peer at the group in their boat. Its scales shimmered in all sorts of vibrant colors. It was beautiful! When it turned its lavender eyes her way, she shivered.

“Magnificent!” she whispered. 

The dragon’s mouth spread into what looked like a grin, showing most of its sharp, deadly teeth. Then it dove forward and disappeared back under the waves. 

Water splashed over the sides of the boat and soaked them all. 

Kalen laughed and held out his arms, which started to turn into scales. 

Mesmerized, Axton could only stare at him in silent wonder.

 Tadhg bumped into her line of vision and grumbled something about merfolk showing off. 

Before she could say anything about his rude behavior, the boat pulled in next to a dock. They’d made it to Clawthorne, the largest fishing village on the east coast of Caledonia. 

A couple of sea dragons lifted their heads out of the water and watched the group with curiosity.

Axton stepped onto the dock and ventured toward them. “We are going to Dragomere, the dragon rider academy. Maybe we’ll see you there?” 

Above her, the largest mist dragon roared, sending the two sea dragons back underwater. 

“Why did you do that?!”

The dragon in question huffed and a tendril of gray smoke drifted from its nostrils.

“Keep to your task, girl.” 

“You can talk? Why haven’t you responded before?”

Ignoring her, the dragon flew higher into the sky to hide amongst the clouds. 

Axton shook her head. “Stubborn dragon,” she muttered. 

Tadhg lifted their packs and carried them over one shoulder. “We should thank Fin then head towards town. We’re going to need to buy some supplies before we leave. Possibly a couple of horses.”

“Why two?”

“One for you and one to carry our packs.”

“And one for me. So that makes three.” Kalen joined them as they sauntered over to his cousin to say their thank-yous.

“How long before we get across the water?” Poppy stuck her head up out of Axton’s hood, her red-rimmed eyes squinting in the sunlight. 

“We’ve made it, Nectar drinker,” Axton teased. “You missed the sea dragons.”

“Sea dragons! I’ve always wanted to see one of them!” She flew up into the air, buzzing around frantically. “Where are they?”

“The mist dragons scared them away,” Tadhg divulged. 

“What!?” Her shriek sent nearby birds flying up from the sandy shore. 

“It’s true, little one,” Kalen acknowledged. “One roar and down they went.” 

Poppy raised a fist into the air and shook it as hard as she could. “You smoke deranged devils! Mind your own business!”

Everyone chuckled at her outburst. 

“I’m sure you’ll see too many to count at Dragomere,” Kalen promised with a grin. 

“Really? I sure hope so!” Poppy dropped down into Axton’s hood once more with a yawn. “This pixie is out, my lovelies. I got to have my beauty sleep.” 

“You don’t need beauty sleep,” Kalen objected. “You’re already beautiful.”

“Aww. Can we keep him, Ax? Merman is such a charmer. Who needs honey for their biscuits when he’s around?”

Axton laughed and followed Tadhg towards the bustling town. All around them, people were buying, selling, and shopping. The scent of something sweet made her mouth water, and she tugged on Tadhg’s sleeve to get his attention. She took over the lead and headed straight for the scrumptious smell and stopped outside a two-story, brightly decorated building. Inside, she could see a few scattered tables as well as a glass display full of delectable treats. 

Poppy woke and peeked over Axton’s shoulder. “Oh! A bakery! It smells so good!”

“It does indeed.” Axton pushed open the door and waltzed in, nearly swooning as the sugary smell intensified. “Wow.”

“Got a sweet tooth, do you?” Tadhg chuckled.

“You bet. I think I’ll take two of everything.” At his bewildered look, she laughed. “To share of course.”

“Sure, Ax!” Feya snickered and winked. 

Kalen smiled and pointed to some cupcakes that had mermaid tails on the top. “My mother and sister would love those.”

Felipina eyed a fruit-filled pie, her mouth nearly dripping with longing.

Looking around, Tadhg knew he was outnumbered and ordered several different items from the baker. In addition to the sweets, he bought a couple of loaves of bread for their journey as well. 

“Anyone in a sugar coma yet?” he asked with a grin as they made several more stops at a few of the shops that line the street they were on. 

Poppy stood on Axton’s shoulder, licking her sticky fingers. “Oh, yes. Most definitely. Thank you, Tadhg. Sugar is sweet and lemons are tart. I love you more than a unicorn fart!”

Tadhg had just taken a bite of a cookie and spewed pieces of it all over a male in front of him. Thankfully, the male didn’t feel anything. The group quickly made their way around him before bursting into laughter. 

“Was it something I said?” Poppy blinked innocently and then batted her eyes at Kalen, who winked back at her.

“It’s always something you say, pixie dust,” Feya teased. 

“Look!” Tadhg interrupted. “There’s a livery stable.”

They all ventured over to a pen where a for sale sign hung and gazed over the horses. A few of them nickered and trotted over to them.

“Hello there.” Axton stretched out her hand, palm open so they could sniff her. “Any of you want to journey with us to Glenfaelen?”

A solid white, heavy draft horse pricked his ears forward. “Glenfaelen? Is that far from here?” His thoughts entered Axton’s mind, and she smiled.

“It is to the northwest. Are you from here or somewhere else?”

“I am from the Great White North. As if my thick fur and all these feathers on my feet didn’t alert you to that.”

“So you are made for the cold,” she stated softly.

“I am indeed. It’s a little too warm here for my taste.”

“Is that a yes then?”

He nodded his head up and down and pawed at the ground in front of him. “I will gladly go. I am called Cloud.”

“My name is Axton.”

“Are you really talking to them telepathically?” Kalen asked, his head craned so he could see Axton’s face.

“I am.” Axton blushed. “I’ve always been able to speak with animals.”

Tadhg snorted at Kalen’s blank face. “She’s part nymph, so she has an affinity with nature.”

Kalen nodded. “I get it now. How fascinating.”

Ignoring the two males at her side, Axton offered Cloud an apple from her pack. After he ate it, she asked. “Are there any others who may want to travel along with us? We will need a couple more for our trip.”

“Let me check.” Cloud turned to look over his shoulder and let out a low neigh. 

Two horses, one bay with a blaze running down its face, and one black sauntered from the group and strolled over. They both greeted Axton, then nuzzled her pack when they smelled the apples.

“Thank you all for agreeing to help us. It’s going to be a long trip.”

Cloud snorted and shook his head. “It doesn’t have to be such a long trip. Have you heard of the Enchanted Caves?”

“Enchanted Caves? I don’t believe I have. What are they?”

“They’re an intricate cave system that allows one to swiftly get from one part of Caledonia to the next without the hardship of traveling over so much terrain. I’ve been a few times and know where each of the tunnels leads.”

Tadhg leaned over the top of the fence and patted the black horse. “I’ve heard rumors about them but wasn’t sure if they were true or not.”

“They are true,” Cloud confirmed inside his and Axton’s mental connection.

“So, which way do we take?” Axton turned to Tadhg and the others. 

“How soon do you wish to be at Dragomere?” Tadhg questioned in return. “You do have a sister to meet.”

“I am excited to meet her,” Axton agreed. “Let’s go through the caves. You’re sure they’re safe?” she asked Cloud.

“I’ve been multiple times with no mishaps. Unless you consider the female I once went with that surprised her fiance.”

Axton lifted a brow, confused by the story.

“Let’s just say, her male had his head in another female’s feed bucket,” Cloud explained as best he could.

Axton let out a snort. “Pretty sure I understand.” She grinned as she walked towards the office. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“The trek to the cave entrance took a couple of hours once they left the village. The trail wound up a steep incline, so Axton and Kalen walked most of the time.

“Look at that view.” Axton stopped at one point and turned to look out across the landscape. The village was nestled in a valley with lovely shops and cottages. Smoke billowed from a few chimneys, making it very picturesque. Across the narrow strip of water that they crossed the day before, she could see the heavy fog that settled over her home island, Mist Aisle. It was a breathtaking scene. One she would miss for sure. She hoped Mera was fine. They had never been apart since her birth. Axton’s heart clenched with regret at having to leave her, even if it was for a short time. 

“Ready?” Tadhg interrupted her thoughts with a soft, knowing smile. “She will be with you sooner than you think.”

“How did you know I was thinking of Mera?”

“I know how close you both are, so it wasn’t hard to guess.”

Axton smiled at him. Deep down she knew he knew her better than anyone.

“I’m ready,” she finally replied. Tadhg took the lead, and Axton and Cloud followed. 

The entrance to the cave was narrow, so they went in a single file line. Before Axton entered, she heard a shrill call and looked up into the sky to see the Mist Dragons. With a quick thought, she told them about the Enchanted Caves. “We will meet you at Dragomere, my friends.”

The two dragons roared and flew towards the west, leaving behind billowy pieces of fog over the mountain.

Behind Axton were the sprites and following them were Kalen and the paint horse. Of course, Poppy was hidden inside the hood of Axton’s cloak. 

After several feet, the cave widened, and everyone gasped. A large, clear pool rested right in the center. Water streamed down from a small hole in the roof creating an ethereal feeling. 

“It’s so beautiful,” Felipina whispered.

Everyone murmured their agreement while the horses all took a drink of the cool water. Once they had their fill, they continued down the path until the natural light ended. Tadhg lit a couple of sconces and handed one to Kalen. 

“How far until we reach the chambers, Cloud?” Axton asked as they walked further along the darkened path. 

“Not much,” he answered. “We should be where we need to be soon.” 

Sure enough, they rounded a corner and entered into another wide opening as big as the first. Bats hung from the ceiling alongside a number of stalactites, while groups of stalagmites lined the cave floor around them. Along the walls were a handful of chambers, each one leading to a specific location in Caledonia and the surrounding islands.

“Which one do we take?” Axton questioned Cloud.

“That farthest one to the left will take us to the mountain Dragomere is on. It will be the shortest distance to the school.”

“Everyone ready?” Axton glanced around. 

Felipina nodded and settled down on Cloud behind her while her sister settled behind Kalen.

“We’re tired of flying,” Feya explained, and Kalen patted her arms that were snaked around his waist.

Poppy peeked over Axton’s shoulder, took one look around, and disappeared back inside the warmth of her hood.

“Guess that’s a yes.” Tadhg chuckled. “Here we go.” He started forward with the others close on his tail.

It wasn’t ten minutes until they found themselves facing an opening in their chamber. Sunlight streamed inside, lighting up the cave floor, casting shadows on the wall as they passed by.

Everyone held their breath as they made their way out. 

“You’ve got to be full of fairy berries,” Poppy whispered in awe. 

“Or full of pixie poo on a cracker.” Feya snickered and earned a glare from Poppy.

Feya stood up on the back of Cloud and then flew off with her wings beating fast to keep her afloat in the air. “Look! There’s so many of them!”

Axton’s jaw fell open in shock. The sky was full of dragons of all kinds. It was astounding to see so many of them. They soared around the academy, every one of them so different, but beautiful in their own way. 

One caught sight of them and flew over, its scales different shades of green. Its lower jaw had hair growing off of it that looked like blades of grass. It’s eyes though. They were the palest shade of green flecked with a dark pine color around its reptilian pupils. 

“I think that is a Forest Dragon,” Kalen remarked.

“Gorgeous,” was all Axton could say.

Pretty soon, more of the dragons caught sight of the group and flew over to inspect them. One huge solid black one with cobalt blue eyes landed in front of them, its neck stretching out. It growled and bared its razor-sharp teeth, making the horses prance around nervously.

“Easy, Onyx. Let us not frighten them until we find out who they are and what they’re doing here.” The dragon snorted, flames shooting from his nostrils, eyes narrowed menacingly at the small group. Lowering himself, he watched carefully for any threat before curving his wings down. At the base of his neck sat a male with dark brown hair and kind eyes. “I’m Professor Leandor. Who might you all be?” 

Axton stepped forward, and Tadhg went with her. “I am Axton of Mist Aisle. We are here to attend the dragon rider trials,” she finally managed to say around the lump in her throat as she faced the black dragon, who was eyeballing her like she was his next meal.

“Um, not all of us.” Feya dragged her sister with her as she flew backward. “No way. Just these wingless creatures here.”

“Thanks for not throwing me under the cart,” Poppy thanked her profusely and joined them in the air. Something darted back and forth, scaring the trio until Professor Leandor called to it.

“Matches. Stop harassing the little ones.”

The tiny creature zipped once more around the three girls then stopped mid-air and inhaled. His chest swelled then a tiny puff of smoke shot from his mouth when he exhaled. 

Poppy was the first to giggle, then the two sprites.

“Aw. A miniature dragon! He’s so cute!” Poppy applauded amid a shower of laughs.

The little dragon glared at them before inhaling once more. 

The girls held their breath in anticipation.

A long stream of fire shot out, barely missing Poppy. She shrieked and ducked, her eyes shooting daggers at the little fella. “Did you see that? He tried to turn me into roasted pixie pie!”

With a gloating expression, Matches let out a small roar that sounded like a bat.

The girls giggled until the tiny dragon inhaled. All three of them scattered.

“Matches!” the professor hollered once more.

With one more menacing look, Matches flew over to the professor and landed in his outstretched palm. His eyes, however, tracked Poppy everywhere she went.

“Axton.” The professor shifted in his seat at the base of the black dragon’s neck, his eyes suddenly becoming alert. “Ah, I have seen your name in the books. Anyone else already signed up?” At the blank looks, he chuckled. “Follow me then. I’ll take you to Ms. Deerling. She will help you all get settled. Up, Onyx. Let us be on our way.”

The black dragon stood up, towering over them, his eyes gleaming. With a roar that shook the ground, he leaped into the air, wings beating out a hard rhythm as he gained altitude. 

Poppy shook her fists into the sky, glaring at the little dragon who glared back at her from the Professor’s palm. “Trouble maker!” she shouted. He shrieked back at her.

“Well, that was fun.” Kalen smirked and nudged his horse along a path that wound its way up towards the school.

Axton shared a look with Tadhg before busting out into nervous chuckles. “That dragon was huge.” 

“Indeed.” Tadhg grimaced. “Glad he wasn’t hungry. But that little guy though…” He grinned and wiggled his brows at Poppy, who turned beet red in anger. “I think he liked you.”

“Liked me,” she hissed. “He tried to smoke my pixie bum.”

“Maybe you’ll make a dragon rider yet,” Tadhg teased, getting him a heated stare from the tiny pixie.

Fuming, she buzzed over and slapped his head, which only made his hair rustle. With a huff, she disappeared into Axton’s hood, grumbling about annoying little scaly fire breathers.

 


Chapter Nine

Ms. Deerling was just that. A deer. Or somewhat. She was an Elaphocentaur, meaning she was half human and half deer. Axton tried her best not to stare openly. But she was deeply curious about the creatures of her world. 

“Okay, I have you all signed up,” Ms. Deerling announced, stepping out from the registry office where she worked. “I’ll show you around the campus and school before showing you all to your assigned rooms.”

A twinge of elation shot through Axton, knowing she would soon get to meet her sister face to face for the first time. That is if she was here. With heart hammering against her ribs, she followed Ms. Deerling outside, eager to get the tour over with so she could retire to her room.

“The school has been around for a couple of centuries. There have been a few battles here, but mostly they’re fought elsewhere. As you can see from that tower there,” she pointed out. “We are going through some renovations.”

“What happened?” Kalen inquired. “It looks like some dragon tried to burn it down.”

Ms. Deerling chortled. “Not quite that drastic. Someone fell asleep and left a candle burning.”

“Well, that’s not nearly as epic as a dragon breathing fire to the place,” Poppy whispered. Axton cleared her throat when Ms. Deerling glanced her way, arching one brow.

Poppy squeaked and ducked back inside Axton’s hood. 

“As you can also see,” Ms. Deerling continued, “this school is not only for training; it’s also a fortress.” 

Axton examined the sheer size of the tremendous monstrosity in its entirety. It was quite scary looking, to be honest. There were so many towers and battlements, stretching straight into the sky along with a few turrets on the outside walls. It was simply impressive.

Movement along one of the highest points caught her eye, and she raised a hand to shield the sun from her eyes. “The mist dragons!” 

Startled, the others followed her line of sight. Ms. Deerling smiled up at them.

“Do you know, we haven’t seen any mist dragons here in quite a few years,” she revealed.

“Really?” Axton asked, curious as to why not but was too busy watching the two spectacular dragons as they perched on one of the turrets. 

“I’m not sure why,” Ms. Deerling added, cutting her eyes to Axton with a reflective look. “It’s sure good to see them again though.” Returning to teacher mode, she motioned for them all to follow while she led them towards the next thing on her list. 

It was two hours later when she finished the outside and inside tour. The group had assembled at the foot of a massive set of stairs that wound their way up to every floor within. 

“You two,” Ms. Deerling’s eyes fell on Tadhg and Kalen, “will head to the right on the third floor. Your rooms will have your names on the door. Inside, you will find a book. Read it. Thoroughly. Its rules are strictly enforced.”

Turning to Axton, she tapped a hoof on the ground and smiled. “As for you, my dear. Are you ready to go and meet your roommate? Your…sister?” A twinkle flashed in her eyes and then was gone. 

Axton swallowed then gave a sharp nod. Her sister was here! “I’m ready.” She ran her hands through her hair and then down her clothes, absolutely nervous.

Ms. Deerling pranced up the stairs, humming some song. On the third floor, Kalen and Tadhg went to find their rooms, but before Tadhg got two steps in, Axton reached out and grabbed his hand. She squeezed it tenderly, her eyes shining with the warmth she felt for him. “Thank you for getting us all here safe and sound.”

“No worries. You know I will always do anything for you.” Lowering his head, he placed a lingering kiss on the top of her hand before winking and striding away.

Something stirred inside Axton at his touch and words, but she didn’t have time to dwell on that. She had a sister to meet. With a glance at Feya and Felipina, she continued up the stairs. 

On the fifth floor, Ms. Deerling turned to the left. “This way. It’s not much further.”

The halls seemed to go on forever. There were a few more turns before they finally ended up at a dead-end. 

“These rooms along this hall are suites. They are held for siblings so you will both have your own rooms within.” Ms. Deerling handed Axton a skeleton key, her eyes full of warmth. “If you have any questions or concerns, I am available any time of the day or night. Like I said to the young males earlier—there are rules, so read them.” Her eyes flew to the two sprites. “That means no mischief. It’s not tolerated here.” With that, she turned and trotted off, her hooves clicking on the stone floor. 

“No mischief?” Feya fumed. “Who does she think she’s talking to?”

Felipina giggled. “She’s going to find out.”

Shaking her head at the two, Axton tried the knob on the door, wondering if she would need to use her key, but it was unlocked and opened on its own. Startled, she could only stand there and stare. Standing just on the other side of the threshold was a replica of herself. 

 

~The End~

for now

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
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Chapter One

“Sit down Jaden, I have something to tell you.”

Almost 16 years prior…

Brenna was in the kitchen baking up a celebration cake for the twins’ birth when her friend’s frantic voice called out her name. She appeared across the room from where Mera was standing, looking around in all directions as if on a lookout. Brenna could hear loud battle cries in the background and wondered what was happening. Were they under siege? 

Mera rushed towards her demanding, “We have to leave. The king’s brother has killed almost everyone. Unless we bow the knee and pledge our fealty, we will be killed as well.”

Brenna immediately jumped into action, knowing they would need sustenance on their journey. She opened two sacks and began tossing food into each of them. She piled them with cheese, dried meats, crackers, and bread that wouldn’t spoil for some time. The next words stopped Brenna for a moment, though.

“We will need to bring a goat with us. A doe,” Mera stated calmly, but Brenna knew something was up.

“Does it really matter if it’s a doe, love?”

Her friend shuffled her feet in a nervous fashion before opening the shawl she had around her. “Yes, it does.” There in her arms were the royal twins. 

Brenna was shocked to see the babes and could feel all the color drain from her face. She didn’t want to be a part of snatching the girls away. As suddenly as the thought appeared in her mind, she dismissed it because she knew Mera was devoted to their Queen. “What are you doing with them?”

“I made a promise to the Queen.”

Brenna nodded, “Of course, you did. You are a most-loyal one.” She unfolded the edge of one of the blankets. “They’re so tiny and innocent.” 

“Yes, they are.” Mera gazed lovingly down at them.

Brenna grabbed both of the food sacks and motioned for Mera to follow her out of the castle. They used the shadows to shield them from the moonlight and protect them from view. She turned back and whispered, “This way.” 

Before she continued she saw Mera trip over a fallen soldier. Reaching out, Brenna caught her friend. “Here. Let me help, Mera.” Then she took one of the twins as she shifted the food around. “C’mon. Not much further.” They neared the stables and several horses raced by with no notice to what was around them. “Here we are.”

“We need to hurry.” Mera urged as she followed behind quickly to the horses that were still in their stalls. Each of them claimed one of the horses and Brenna handed the babe back over to Mera so she could tie up a bag of food on each of the horses. Brenna attached the small cart to Mera’s with the goat inside. If something went wrong, she wanted to make sure Mera had milk for the twins.

Once she had everything tied off, she climbed atop the bay horse and held out her arms for the babes to allow Mera ease with climbing up. Then they were out the doors and heading for the forest around them. She thought they were almost free when the rhythmic pounding of hooves grew louder and the time that Brenna feared arrived.

“We have to split up!” Brenna shouted over the growing volume.

“No! I promised the Queen I would take care of the twins!” came the immediate reply from Mera.

Brenna didn’t have time to rationalize with her friend, choices had to be made immediately. “It is the only way, Mera! If we stop, we will be caught. Trust that I will raise this child as if it were my own. We will meet again, my friend!” They had arrived at a fork and Brenna went right. She gathered up some of her magic and caused herself and the horse to disappear. If only she was strong enough to have done it for them all. 

She sent her friend a blessing to float back on the wind and then headed north to a land no one wished to travel to and where they would be kept safe—the Great White North.


Chapter Two

12 years prior…

Brenna struggled to keep the small girl occupied in the house after the latest snowstorm ended yesterday, so she decided to take her outside to play in the snow for a bit. The sun was out and it wasn’t windy, so it would be more of a refreshing cold. She looked down where Jaden sat wrestling around with her stuffed toy and asked. “How would you like to go outside, dear?”

Instantly, the four-year-old dropped her toy and rushed over to her. “Can we, Auntie Bren?” Jaden jumped up and down and then hugged Brenna’s legs.

“Let’s get you dressed and see if we can help you put all that energy to use.”

“Yes!”

Brenna assisted Jaden into her outerwear, a long-sleeved shirt under a garment that covered her legs and had wide straps that fastened over her shoulders with buttons. The sides of the bottoms came up past her waist. Then on top of that, she had boots and a thin furlined coat.

“When we come back inside and warm up, you need a bath and then I will braid your hair.”

“Two braids?” Jaden held up two fingers to emphasize her point. 

“Aye, we can do two. Let me get my outdoor clothes on and then we will go. Give me just a minute.” 

Brenna hurried and laughed at the little girl dancing about the main room of their cabin. It had only been four years since that awful day, but she was thankful each morning that Mera had brought the twins and they’d saved them. She didn’t care about anything except keeping that precious child safe and alive, even if it meant living in an arctic land full of dangerous creatures. 

“Brennnnnnaaa! Hurry.”

She grabbed her gloves and then unlatched the wooden door. “Come on, dear. Let’s go.” 

Jaden rushed outside into the yard and immediately started tossing snow up into the air. It was one of her favorite things to do. Ever since she was old enough, she would throw the snow and watch it fall, calling out, “Pretty.” She simply liked watching it fall. Sometimes, Brenna would find her having crawled up on something staring out one of the small windows watching the flakes falling. Jaden would worry Brenna so much that finally she built a little platform with blankets and a pillow that the girl could access easily via some small steps. 

After several minutes of observing the darling girl, she captured Jaden’s attention. “Let’s go for a walk, lass. Maybe we can find something new to bring back on our discovery.” 

Jaden clomped through the snow to grab ahold of her caretaker’s hand. “Ready.”

The two of them set out on an adventure. There was a place near the base of one of the mountains that Jaden enjoyed and it was a nice day for the longer trek. After they began in that direction, Jaden let go of Brenna’s hand and would run around and observe different things, sweeping away snow to see what was underneath. She had been taught to be wary of piles of snow because you didn’t know what it hid. However, Jaden had a natural curiosity like most kids did. As long as she never tried jumping into the big piles and hurting herself, Brenna gave her the freedom to explore. 

They made it about halfway to their destination when Jaden spoke up, “Bren, I’m hungry.”

“Let’s stop here for a few minutes and have some dry meat and berries.” 

Jaden’s eyes widened at the sound of berries. They were one of her favorite things to snack on. “The red kind?”

“Yes. I came prepared.”

“You are smart, Bren. I want to be like you when I get big.”

The two of them found a rock and swept off most of the snow and sat down. They were in the middle of eating when Brenna heard a noise that sent all of her senses on high alert, a low vibration that was similar to a growl. She tried to keep calm so as to not frighten Jaden, but whipped her head around, looking to see where the sound was coming from. It wasn’t the first time they had dealings with one of the bone crushers, nor would it be the last. 

There behind them stalking along the west end was the feline. Its white coat blended in with the terrain. Even the markings on its fur helped to hide it instead of it causing it to stand out. Its incisors were out on display, warning anything around, it was hostile and threatening. Brenna could see them from where she sat and that was not a good thing, it meant they were too close. It must have smelled the food somehow. It was the end of winter and food was even more scarce than normal.

Brenna grabbed hold of Jaden and whispered loudly for the child. “We must leave now and head home. Leave the food where it is and I will make more when we get home.”

“What’s wrong?” Jaden looked over where Brenna glanced and saw the cat.

“That is a big kitty. Is it hungry? We can share.”

“It is and that kitty can hurt us both if we don’t leave. We will leave the food for it. Come now, lass.”

Brenna helped Jaden to sit the food down and unloaded the rest of what was in her own pockets. She gathered Jaden in her arms and had taken a few steps away when a breeze teased the fur hood on her coat. 

“Uh oh.”

Brenna didn’t want to turn around, but knew she didn’t have any choice. She cautiously shifted her position to the side a little and saw the feline had come up on them. Fear rose up and threatened to close off her airway, but she swallowed it down. Jaden squirmed in her arms, but she wasn’t letting go of the child for anything. Her mission in life was to protect the heir of the Elven Caledonia throne and she would do so with her life. 

The cats were called bone crushers because they could break any bones with one snap of their jaws. It’s how they brought down their prey. They were one of the deadliest creatures that lived in the Great White North, but they were not the top. 

The feline let out a loud noise and then nosed the rock where the food was. Brenna took a few steps backwards in an attempt to not startle the animal to attack. She had managed about ten steps when she stepped on a twig and the attention was once more on her. The cat leaped over the rock and landed right in front of them and sniffed them. Jaden laughed and went to touch the cat, but Brenna pushed her arm back down. “It’s breath tickled my skin. I want to pet it, Auntie Bren.”

“You can’t, lass. It is a dangerous animal and we must be careful with it.”

“Is it going to hurt us?”

“Hopefully not.” 

Brenna never took her eyes off of the animal and kept as still as she could with a four-year-old in her arms. Then the animal did something that shocked her, it lowered its head towards Jaden and retracted its incisors. Then it tilted so the top of the enormous head was facing her. Its head was bigger than Jaden’s entire body. Before Brenna could pause in amazement, Jaden leaned over and stroked the cat’s fur and then reached over and hugged it.

Brenna knew they were going to be this creature’s meal, but it lowered down to sit on its haunches at ease. Taking advantage of the momentary reprieve, Brenna started moving backwards again, edging away from the cat. Jaden, in her pure-hearted delight, called out, “Bye-bye kitty.”

After Brenna had moved several meters away, she turned and continued creeping away sideways so she could keep an eye on the bone crusher and the way in front of them. When she glanced back the cat was gone, hopefully having run off. However, when she turned back to the front, it was standing there next to them with its head tilted to the side as if it was measuring them—for dinner, most likely. 

It didn’t make a threatening move, so Brenna continued forward back toward home. She didn’t want to lead it to their residence, but what choice did she have at that point? The feline would sit and watch them travel across the snow for a distance and then it would catch up and go through the entire process again. Finally, they were back home and inside where Brenna could catch her breath and let out a little sigh of relief. They cleaned up and despite Jaden wanting to go outside, Brenna wasn’t going to allow that. Instead, Jaden sat in her spot and talked to the animal through the window. She hoped it grew bored and left during the night.

After dinner and a bath, it was bedtime. Brenna put a spell of protection over the home and sent up a prayer that tomorrow would be a better day.

The next morning, Brenna woke to a little girl hopping on the bed. “Auntie Bren, let’s go see if the kitty is still there.” With a groan, Brenna took off the safelock from the bedroom and Jaden scattered into the main room and straight up to her perch. She pushed back the curtain and exclaimed with joy, “The kitty is still outside! Hooray. Can I keep it and name it?”

“No. Definitely not. It needs to go home.”

However, as the days bled into one another, the bone crusher never left for very long and soon Brenna knew it wasn’t going to. She needed to go to the market for some food and go hunting for animals they could eat. She bundled up Jaden and they went outside. This time, Brenna took a weapon with her in case she needed it. There was no need, for all that happened was the cat followed them everywhere until they got into the small town. It somehow knew its presence wouldn’t be welcomed and stayed in the woods.

After that, it became a part of their lives and after several months would leave dead carcasses outside after it had been hunting during the night. Jaden named it Snofnugg and called it Snoffy for short. The two of them became friends and would play outside together. Snofnugg kept a watch out and never let harm come to Jaden.


Chapter Three

9 years ago…

Spring arrived with an arctic blast of cold weather and a blizzard. Over the years, Brenna had built a lean-to shelter for Snoffy to help keep the worst of the bitter wind from penetrating him. Never in all her life did she ever think she would be concerned about a wild animal and if it was too cold or not. Despite all the protests and reassurance with Jaden, they finally had managed the compromise of the shelter. Jaden had wanted Brenna to let the animal inside their home and she had to explain to the child that Snoffy was too big to be inside and was warm with all of its fur. But, she wouldna have that. Thus, the shelter was built on the side of the house. Brenna hoped the storm let up soon because it was really cold. Plus, she was needing to get to the market for some supplies. 

By the following morning, the snow war was done and now it was time to see the casualties of the battle. Brenna opened the door and was met with lots of white. There were snowdrifts of all sizes. Most of the wind came at the house from the back so the area immediately in front of the door wasn’t piled high; however, there was still a good seven inches to it. Jaden rushed to Brenna’s side and peered around. 

“Look at all that snow, Auntie. Can I go play in it?” 

“Not yet. First we have to clear off some of the area and make it safe. There are piles that are taller than you. Remember the first rule?”

“Yes. Proceed with caution and trust nothing.” 

“Good job, lass.”

“But Snoffy will keep me safe,” Jaden pleaded and looked up with hopeful eyes.

Brenna smoothed back part of the girl’s hair and then squatted down to her level. “Ya, Snoffy will keep you safe. But, what if Snoffy isn’t around? You need to help keep him protected, too, like when we built him the shelter. I tell you what, how about you help me with part of the yard and then you can play some in that one area?”

“Promise.”

“Yes. While we are standing here in the cold talking about Snoffy, tell me, what is the second rule?”

“Not all creatures are like Snoffy,” Jaden recited obediently.

“That is important because others like him, not to mention the dragons that roam around, can kill him, you, or me.”

“I have never seen a dragon. I am not sure if they are real or not.” Jaden crossed her arms and pouted a little.

“They are, wee one. They are verra real, but mostly live in caves deep underground or high up in the mountains. Now, let’s get dressed because we are turning our house into an ice box and we need clothes before we go outside.” Brenna stood up and shut the door reminding herself to tell a few of her favorite stories again of the mighty dragons to Jaden. 

After they bundled up, they swept away as much snow as possible from right in front of the door. Then using a stick Brenna used the time to make sure that Jaden practiced poking piles before walking to show where deeper pockets of snow might be. She knew the child had the whole area around their house memorized, but it was still good practice to be on guard. She would soon have to begin setting a few magical traps to keep the lass’s skills sharp. 

Once they marked off the areas that were safe, Brenna left Jaden to play with Snoffy and went to check on the garden. She was grateful she hadn’t yet moved to the outdoor one, but knew there was bound to be damage to her covered garden. She cast the spell to unlock the door and stepped inside. Most everything was good in the front, but one of the support boards broke in the back and caused a bit of a cave in. The snow blew and settled in causing the loss of several plants. 

She used them to trade for meat and supplies along with keeping her and Jaden fed during the year. No matter, she would have to start over with a few of the vegetables and herbs. It would set them back some, but they had been through worse when they first settled there.

Jaden rushed in carrying something in her hands. “Brenna, look, I found a baby bird next to a tree.”

“Come on now and put it over here and let’s help it to get warm.”

“Where are its parents?” Jaden asked as she sat the animal in the circle of cloth that Brenna placed on the table.

“I don’t know. We will have to see if we can find a nest.”

“What if we can’t?”

“Then I guess my sweet girl, we will take care of it until it is older and can care for itself. Also, this is an owl.”

Jaden’s eyes widened and looked amazed. “I told Snoffy he couldn’t eat it.”

Biting her lips, Brenna turned and gathered up some more items to make a comfortable nest for the baby animal, knowing that its parent was probably long gone by now with the storm. “Come now, we will have to feed the animal and I need to clean up and fix the back of the structure.”

“I can help.” Jaden stood up tall and ready to do what was necessary. 

Brenna thought for a few moments and then spoke up. “I think we will have to go hunting for some meat for the owl. I bet Snoffy will be great at helping us with that. But, for now, go inside that house and bring back a small piece of raw meat and we can feed our friend that.” 

Jaden rushed off and returned shortly with a torn chunk of food. Brenna cut it up into small pieces and allowed Jaden to feed the bird the bits. Soon, the animal was huddled down in the cloths and sleeping. 

While it slept, Jaden walked over where Brenna was ridding the shelter from snow. She picked up one of the pots that had dirt knocked out of it. The plant was shriveled up due to being exposed to the cold. Brenna watched as Jaden put the plant back into the pot with the dirt and sang a song to it. It was a song Brenna sang when Jaden was unhappy to soothe the child. The kind act touched the woman’s heart; she knew that in this, she was doing something right in raising her. 

An unexpected thing happened, though. As Jaden worked and sang to the plant, it began to transform from the dead leaves that were once frozen to a thriving and much alive plant like it was before. Brenna hadn’t seen magic like that in many, many years. Not since she worked at the palace. She had magic of her own to help grow things which is why they were able to have a garden in the middle of snow and ice; however, hers couldn’t coax life back into a plant once it was dead or almost dead. 

She almost interrupted the child, but instead, continued to watch unobtrusively to see what would happen next. Astonished, Brenna began to clean up several of the other plants and get them settled into their little homes. Nothing happened simply from Jaden singing to them, but those that she touched and tended to thrived once more. Not wanting to disturb the girl, Brenna left Jaden to that task, while she concentrated on removing the snow and replacing the beam that broke along with patching the cover. 

When she was done, almost all the plants that Brenna believed would need to be tossed out, were saved and snuggled in warmly. As they were leaving, Jaden stopped at the owlet and looked from it to Brenna before asking, “What are we to do with it?”

Brenna looked around and made sure the little bird was safe as she spoke, “We are going to leave it here where it is protected and warmer, but around nature. You can come out to feed and check on it in the morning and then right before it gets dark.” 

“Will it be safe?” Worry etched Jaden’s face and Brenna wanted to remove all of her concern.

“It should be, yes. Plus, Snoffy is around to guard it, too. Let’s go inside and warm up. I will bake us some treats. How does that sound?”

“Oh, yes. I will help.”

The weeks flowed into one another as it warmed up for Brenna to block off some of the ground to plant the vegetables in. There was still snow and bitterness everywhere, but at least the ground thawed the tiniest bit to allow her magic to penetrate the earth.

Jaden fed the owl and despite Brenna warning Jaden, she named it Hermes. The bird grew and soon was flying around the plant room. The day arrived when Brenna insisted that it was time to release Hermes into the wild so it could learn to catch its own food and survive on its own. They walked to where there were some trees that managed to grow this far north near their home. Jaden held tight to the owl and tried to be strong, but Brenna could see a tear leak out now and then. She allowed the girl her time to mourn the loss of a new friend. 

When the trees welcomed them into their embrace, they knelt down onto the ground and said a prayer to nature to guide and watch over Hermes and keep her safe and a prayer of thanks for being able to help rescue it that day. Then Jaden opened her hands and placed the owl onto the ground and coaxed it into flying off. Hermes shook out her feathers and took a small, tentative flight and then realizing she had more room, she soared up high into the air and around the trees.

Brenna held Jaden while the young girl called out, “Be well, Hermes! You are a strong owl full of much life and fight. I will miss you.” Then, Jaden stood up and ran back towards the house. There was a time when Brenna would have worried, but Snoffy chased after the young girl, plus Brenna thought that Jaden needed some time alone to process. 

Taking advantage of the quiet stroll back, the brownie stopped and collected some plants that she could dry and use for medicinal or cooking purposes. When Brenna arrived back home, it was to laughter and happiness. That was not at all what she was expecting to find when she returned, but she was ecstatic that Jaden was able to shed her coat of mourning so quickly. Although, as she drew in nearer, the reason for the joyous occasion was revealed. Hermes had flown back to the house and was perched on the top of their home. 

“Auntie Bren, look who flew back home. She isn’t going to leave us.”

Brenna hated to disappoint her charge, but she knew she had to be realistic with her. “But, Hermes might not stay. We can’t force her to stay with us. That isn’t fair to her or to you.”

“I know, but she is here for now and I can be happy with that.” Jaden danced in the yard. 

“Yes, you can, love.” Brenna would simply have to deal with the day the owl flew off and didn’t return when that day arrived, except it never did.

Months turned into a year and then two and still Hermes stayed nearby as yet another guardian over the child.


Chapter Four

2 years ago…

Jaden ran through the snow laughing as Snofnugg rushed ahead and then back to her side. The overprotective animal never ventured far away whenever Jaden went out on explorations. Sometimes, Jaden would throw a blanket on the back of Snoffy and ride him over the lands. They could travel further this way and Jaden loved the exhilaration from the speed as they ran. Hermes flew overhead and kept up with them. Brenna wasn’t fond of letting her go off on her own and worried each time until they returned, but she never stopped or attempted to prevent her. Her honorary aunt would simply remind her of the rules and make her recite them before taking off.

There were plenty of reasons to be cautious, but still, Jaden had this sense of adventure, even in what a lot of people would believe was stark whiteness. This time though, Brenna decided to come along and they were going to camp out and climb the mountain for Jaden’s birthday. She was turning fourteen and it was decided that the age was a good one to prepare for overnight treks in their land. Occasionally, they would spend the night when they went into the nearest village, but there, they still visited and slept inside. Tonight, it was going to be outdoors. Jaden was nervous while at the same time excited. 

Brenna sent her off laughing as she demanded that Jaden, “Burn off some of that youthful energy.” She ventured ahead and then would find something that intrigued her and stop for a bit, allowing Brenna to catch up. Around lunchtime, they stopped at a spot along a pond to eat and refill their skins with water. Then the hike upwards became steeper and the progress slowed down. There were different types of vegetation the farther they climbed and they took their time to enjoy and examine all of it. 

When the sky began to darken, they found a spot and cleared it before setting up their temporary dwelling. The rounded space allowed them room to lay down or sit upright. They created a fire from some of the gathered plants and moss they found while walking and brought with them. Snoffy laid off in sight, but not near the fire. Hermes found a branch and perched on it before falling asleep. Jaden smiled and watched as Brenna warmed up some of the water from one of their skins they brought with them. Then she mixed in some leaves and made them a warm cup of tea. 

Jaden sipped on it and smiled. She could hear all of nature around her and it made her happy. “Look, Brenna, at all the beautiful stars.”

“You know we see plenty of stars from our home.” 

Jaden brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. “I know, but I feel like they are even closer up here. Almost like I could reach out and touch one.” Jaden mimicked doing that and saw a figure flying in the sky. She would have missed it if she wasn’t staring at the exact spot. She wasn’t sure what it was, but guessed it was a bird. It seemed like it was too big, though. However, maybe her sense of distance was off. 

“Tell me, Jaden, what shapes do you imagine in the sky this night?” Brenna looked up and sent a prayer for those that watched down over them.

A finger traced and outlined a pattern as Jaden thought. “First of all, I see Hermes and Snoffy up there. I think it must be one of their ancestors. Then, I see a castle over there with tall walls all around keeping everyone safe. Oh, and there are some of those unicorn creatures we read about in the books. Then over there is a boat on the ocean shore.”

“You see a lot tonight. Now, tell me, how does the area feel where we are now?”

“It feels a little dark and lonely. Like we are the only ones for a long stretch of time.” Jaden sensed what was around her and then continued. “But, we aren’t. I know there are other creatures and animals out there slumbering and hiding in their cozy homes.” 

“You will never truly ever be alone no matter where in this world you travel. You must always be on your guard, my child.” Brenna took a long drink of her tea.

Jaden scrunched up her forehead and turned to look at her aunt. “I have no desire to go anywhere else. You brought me here for a reason you said.” 

“I did. There will come a day when we will leave, but not for a while yet, and you may find yourself without me which is why I prepare you to know yourself and be aware of your surroundings.” Brenna smoothed back Jaden’s red locks that were such a contrast to the darkness and the white snow around them. “Now, let us retire and go to sleep so we can get an early start in the morning.”

Jaden crawled into her sleeping covers and reflected on what Brenna said until sleep claimed her for the night.

The moonlight reflected against the metallic surface drawing Jaden’s interest. She ducked under branches as she edged closer to whatever it was that was hidden. Her ears alerted her to the fact there was breathing nearby—a quiet, steady sort of breathing. As her eyes searched the forest she didn’t see anything and proceeded with caution. Part of her demanded she turn around and leave immediately, but another part of her mind urged her forward. It was the part that won out. She had no idea where her companions were and why she was alone, but still that need to take another step pulsed in her soul. 

She was only a few feet away and went to touch the bit of black that she saw when her entire world changed. The inanimate object that she was drawn to rippled. It wasn’t simply a new type of stone or rock, but a live being. Her hand paused, not wanting to become something’s dinner, but curiosity won out. She placed her whole palm on the thing and felt scales. Scales! She jerked back quickly and landed on her bottom and elbows only to realize that she hadn’t noticed the breathing she’d heard moments ago had altered. Instead of the calm, rhythmic breathing, there was now a faster staccato beat to it. Plus, from the position on the ground, her eyes took in more of the peripheral view of that one spot and in front of her, sat a large, black dragon. She scrambled backwards and got to her feet to run when a deep voice stopped her.

“What are you doing here, child?”

Jaden turned around in slow motion to see if she had lost her mind. The dragon still sat there with those deep, silver eyes holding her frozen in place. Her voice shook a little as she asked. “Did you just speak?”

Without moving other than a single blink of the eyes, the dragon spoke. “Yes.”

“How?”

A little snort preceded the reply, “That is your question young one? How do I speak?” 

Jaden could only nod.

“I am speaking to you telepathically. Not everyone can hear the voice of a dragon. Now that I answered your question, answer mine.”

“What was the question again?”

“What are you doing here?” 

The dragon’s head lowered a little, coming closer and causing Jaden to back up several steps. “I am not sure exactly. I was out exploring when I saw the moonlight reflecting off of what turned out to be you.” Jaden paused for a moment and comprehended a little more. “Actually, I don’t go out at night so I am even more confused because I do not remember coming here. I was suddenly just here. This is all crazy.”

“Calm, child. What is your name?”

“Jaden. I must be dreaming because dragons are not real.” 

“Aye, we are, lass.” 

“Why haven’t you killed me yet?”

“Because I know you pose no danger to me, and I could if time demanded it. I am a curious type. No one ventures this far north near the caves of the dragons. In fact, few people live in this region. It is a harsh one.”

“Where I live, it snows and is cold a lot, but I still enjoy living there.” 

“Do, ya? You are a rare creature, Jaden. There is something inside of you that is special. Not every dragon is a fan of others, so you will do well to listen to my warning and stay far away and be wary of all that you encounter. I sense a long voyage ahead for you with many painful days. However, if you stay true to your good nature, you will triumph. It is time for you to leave, but I shall see you again I am sure, Jaden. Go now!”

Not needing to be told twice, Jaden hastened back the way she remembered coming.

A jostle roused her from her sleep and Jaden opened her eyes to see Brenna’s frantic ones wide with alarm. A few words managed to escape. “What is wrong, Aunt Bren?”

Brenna grabbed Jaden and held on to her tight. “Oh, my lords and ladies! You frightened this old brownie, love. You were ice cold and I couldn’t waken ya no matter how hard I shook or called out to you. Do you feel alright?”

“Yes. I think I must have been in a deep dream.” 

Releasing Jaden, Brenna began gathering up their blankets as she spoke. “Do you remember what you dreamt of?” 

“It was of a black dragon that spoke to me.” 

At this revelation, Brenna stopped and looked at Jaden. “Spoke to ya. Verbally?” 

“No. In my mind, but it sounded like it was out loud.” Jaden saw Brenna’s brown skin pale and knew something was wrong. “It was only a dream, aunt.” 

“Tell me all that you remember of the dream while we have some tea and berries.” Jaden recited all that she remembered from walking up to the spot and through the whole conversation with the dragon. When she finished, Brenna looked even more worried. “Come now, love, and let’s get packed up. I think we have had enough adventure for this trip.”

“But, I want to continue.”

“I promise you there will be more trips, but for now, I believe it’s better we head back home. You think Snoffy would be up to carrying us both back?” Brenna loaded up the last of their items knowing she was disappointing the young girl. She would have to make up for it later. 

“Of course, he can. He is a mighty bone crusher.” 

Brenna mumbled, “You and your animals,” as Jaden walked away to call the two to her side. Even though she preferred to walk over riding atop Snoffy she felt in her soul that it was best they didn’t dally long in the mountain. 

Once they were back down in the valley and heading home, Brenna had an idea. “Jaden, tomorrow, how about both of us go into the village nearby and spend the night at the inn. Then you can pick out something nice for your birthday.”

“Sounds good to me. Can you help me work on my plant magic today also?”

Brenna reached in front of her and kissed the back of Jaden’s head, “Aye, lass, I can do that.”


Chapter Five

Present day…

“Sit down, Jaden, I have something to tell you.” Brenna patted the spot in front of her on the floor. 

Jaden crossed her legs and faced her aunt. “You aren’t sick are you?”

“No, dear, I am not. I have a story to tell you. With your sixteenth birthday here in a matter of days, the time has arrived for you to know more about your past.”

“My past? Did you tell me that you have taken care of me since I was a baby because my parents died soon after I was born?”

“Yes. But, I made an oath all those years ago to not reveal more until you turned sixteen. Now that time has come.” Brenna took Jaden’s hands.

“I am getting scared now.”

“Aww, hun, there is naught to be worried about. I promise. Actually, you already know part of it, but didn’t know it was about you. Remember the bedtime story I told you about the king and queen who were killed by the evil villain?” When Jaden nodded, Brenna continued forth making sure she held Jaden’s gaze. “That was actually a story about your parents.” 

Jaden sucked in her breath and jerked upright fully. “My parents were a king and queen and murdered?”

“Aye.” Brenna gave Jaden a few moments.

Jaden whispered, “That makes me a princess?” Brenna nodded and went to speak again, but Jaden interrupted with her next question. “Didn’t you say there were two daughters born to the rulers? Twins, I believe.” 

“Aye. Before you ask or jump to the next step, I will tell you that you do have a sister out there.” Jaden gasped. “You ready for the rest of the story now?”

“Yes, no, yes.” Jaden felt a cloth being forced into her hands and it was then she felt a tear on her cheek.

“I will continue. A good friend of mine, Mera, was the Queen’s confidant and assistant. Mera found your mother injured right before her last moments. Your mother made her swear to take both you and your sister and run away and raise you. Mera came to me and we were escaping and quickly realized we needed to split up. We vowed to raise you as ours and be the guardians you both needed until the time came for you to take back what is yours.” 

“This is the journey that keeps being referred to, isn’t it?” Jaden stood and began pacing the floor. “Have you been in contact with my sister or your friend?” 

“It isn’t safe for us to communicate very often, but we have a couple of times. Please sit back down, there is more.” 

Jaden sank back down to the floor and put her face in her hands. “I don’t know if I can take any more.”

“You can. You are my fierce warrior. There is a strength inside of you along with a compassionate soul that sees only the good around you. I have tried to train and prepare you to be cautious and leery of others; however, you face everything with a courage that is envious, but foolhardy at times.”

Sucking in a deep breath, Jaden squared her shoulders and faced the next part. “Go on.” 

Brenna ran her fingers down both of Jaden’s cheeks. “I hope you know I love you like a daughter of my own. Anyone with two eyes knows that you being part nymph and part fae did not come from me, but I decided naming myself your honorary aunt wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

“I love you, too, and you will always be my aunt no matter what. Please finish.”

“I have known since that day you tamed Snoffy that you were made for bigger things. Then, two years ago when you had the dream about the dragon and it spoke to you in your dream, my thoughts were cemented. I believe, daughter of my heart, that you were born to be a dragon rider.”

“A what?”

“A dragon rider. On the mainland, there is a school that trains students to be dragon riders. People can apply for the school, but not everyone is allowed into that program. There are all types of dragons in these realms and we need warriors that ride them to defend our lands from invaders and to keep the peace.” 

“There are people that ride the dragons like I saw in my dream?”

“Yes. During the course of the school, you will have the opportunity to be matched up with one of the dragons and if you are, then your dragon mark will be revealed. It is like a badge of honor and respect.” 

“Does it hurt?” 

“The mark? No.”

“How do you know so much about this?”

“Because I have had family that were both riders and served those that did. I still have some connections and you will be attending there immediately after your birthday.”

Jaden jumped up and stepped back. When she spoke there was more heat in it than was normal for her. “You are sending me away? What if I don’t want to be this dragon rider person? What if I want to just stay here with you, Snoffy, and Hermes? I don’t want to leave any of you to go off on my own to some place new where I don’t know anyone.” 

Brenna stood up and wrapped Jaden up in a tight hug. “Calm down, lass. You don’t have to leave any of us behind. I am coming with you. I don’t think you would be able to leave Snoffy or Hermes behind even if you tried.” 

“You…are coming with me?” Tears poured down her face with all the emotions she was feeling—shock, fear, hurt, anger, relief, and worry. 

“Shhh, Aye. I have to ward our home and someone is going to come stay here while we are gone to tend to our garden and things. They won’t have as much skill as us, but they will get by. We will be gone for a few years at least. A young couple from the village wanted their own place, so they shall stay and guard ours while we are away.”

“When do we leave?” 

“In the morning.” 

“How are we traveling?”

“I am getting a couple of horses from the village and you can ride one of those or I figured you would prefer to ride Snoffy. We will travel to the coast and then from there we will take a boat over into Caledonia. We will stay west of Laen Tha’lor which is your home territory. Dragomere isn’t too far from there in Glenfaelen.”

“I better go pack.” Jaden kissed Brenna’s forehead. “I am not mad. I need to think.”

“Thank you for that.” 

The next day, they loaded their packs holding supplies and food onto Snoffy and headed for the village. There they bought two horses and transferred some of the load onto one of the horses whose name was Moondust. The other one was Sundrop. Jaden had no idea who named the horses, but she hoped they liked their names. Then again, who was she to talk with a ferocious bone crusher named Snoffy. Jaden stayed with all the animals as Brenna went inside and left a key and instructions with the couple staying at their home. 

As she waited, Jaden felt a burst of sorrow at everything they were leaving behind. It might not be some grand place, but it was her home and these were her people. She wasn’t sure when she would see them again. About the time Brenna came back out, two others approached them on a mount each. Snoffy let out a little bit of a growl, but Jaden stroked his neck to calm him down. They were maybe around her age give or take a few years. While Jaden was surprised to see them ride up to her and stop a short distance off, Brenna didn’t seem to be at all surprised.

“Jaden, these two will be joining us on our trip. Word got around we were leaving and our destination. I was asked if I minded allowing them to tag along. I believe the young male’s name is Dareggoc Axefall and the young lady’s name is Erwynn Lightgrip.”

Jaden slid off Snoffy and crossed the path to the other two. “Hello, Dareggoc and Erwynn. It is nice to meet you. I believe I have seen you in the village now and then. Do you both know each other?”

They both slid down from their mounts and shook hands with Jaden. Dareggoc spoke up first, “We are cousins, but grew up together like siblings. It is nice to meet you both. You have quite the reputation around here, Jaden, having a bone crusher that is tame to you.” 

“I didn’t realize I had a reputation. Will your horses be okay around him?”

Erwynn climbed back atop her horse. “They will be good with us riding them.”

Brenna joined them on top of Sundrop. “Shall we set off? We have quite the distance to travel today.” 

Jaden nodded and settled back on top of Snoffy. Once they were out of the village, she let out a whistle and Hermes flew from the forest and circled around them.

Dareggoc raised his eyebrow, “You can summon other animals, too?” 

Jaden felt something she hadn’t in a long time, weird and not normal. “No, these are the only two I have for pets. Hermes, there,” Jaden pointed up at the snowy owl soaring in the air, “I raised from a baby and she never left.”

“And that one?” Dareggoc asked.

“He has been around me since I was a toddler and I don’t remember the story. You would have to ask Brenna.”

The two cousins looked over at the brownie in anticipation. “Well, since we have a bit of a ride this morning, a good story will help the time to pass by.” She didn’t disappoint them when she recounted the events that led to Snoffy being in their care. 

Once that story was completed, Jaden asked the two, “What made you both decide you wanted to travel to Dragomere to become dragon riders?”

“Oh, we may not get lucky to become that, but there are other things we can do that will be just as honorable and help us with a future,” Erwynn said.

“Have you always known this is what you wanted to do?”

“Aye,” Dareggoc said. “I am still holding out hope that I can compete and be chosen to be a rider. I have wanted to be since I was a young lad and saw one of the white ones shoot snow out during a hunting trip.”

“Wow. You have seen one in person! That is amazing. I have only seen them in my dreams.” Jaden looked over at Dareggoc.

“Yes. We have both seen them off and on. We live farther up the mountains and so are closer to where they live and roam.” 

“Have you ever heard them talk to you?” Jaden looked from one to the other of them and observed them dart a glance at one another and then at her.

“No.” Erwynn said. “Have you?”

“Only in my sleep.” The two of them exchanged a look again and Jaden felt once more like there was something wrong with her. “Never mind. Looks like Brenna has gotten a good lead. We should catch up.” Jaden urged Snoffy on and decided she would ride in silence or let Brenna take the lead. 

The next hour was spent in mostly silence as they rode in more of a gallop to cover a greater area in a shorter amount of time. While they weren’t behind schedule or even in a rush to arrive at the school, Brenna wanted to get to the next village and to the coast as soon as they could. Making camp in the middle of nothing wasn’t the best idea. Mid-afternoon they stopped when they found a small creek and let the animals drink and rest. 

Erwynn found Jaden sitting on a rock staring out over the openness and cleared her throat when she approached. Jaden looked over her shoulder, “Hello, Erwynn. Is it time to go again?”

“No, not yet. I wanted to speak with you. May I join you?” Jaden motioned to the spot next to her. “I wanna apologize if Dare or I made you feel uncomfortable earlier.”

Jaden shrugged, “It’s fine. I grew up alone and know I am different.” 

“It isn’t that, Jaden. I mean it is, but not like you think. We have heard stories about some of the fae being able to communicate with dragons or that part of the mark of a rider is the ability to hear one and it surprised us, is all.” 

“I think not having a set of rules or expectations to measure what is appropriate or not has made me who I am, but it also makes me stand out.”

“That isn’t a bad thing, Jaden. Will you forgive us? My cousin can be a bit blunt and abrupt at times, but mostly, he is a good man. I can make him come over and talk to you also if you want.”

Jaden shook her head, “That isn’t necessary, Erwynn. I think I am going to go for a short walk and stretch my legs before we get going again.” She hopped off the small boulder and paused when she heard her name.

“Jaden. Are we okay?”

Turning around she smiled at the other girl, “Yes. Thank you for explaining. I accept your apology.” She headed off, making sure to keep everyone in sight so as not to worry anyone. About thirty minutes later, they were on their way once again. 

They were about an hour outside of the next village according to the map Brenna had when they decided to make camp as the sun was fading.

Dareggoc asked, “Why are we stopping here and not continuing on? Wouldn’t we be warmer inside some lodging?” 

Brenna answered, “Yes, but if you lived somewhere and saw a girl riding a bone crusher into the middle of your village after dark, would you be calm or send out some hunters to see what was going on? Honestly, it is going to be hard to explain in the morning and we may have difficulty getting passage on a boat across the sea, considering the sight we make. For tonight, we will create a fire and bundle up. Be glad it is now and not the dead of winter or else we would have to see how the village reacted at night.” 

“That makes sense,” Dareggoc said as he pulled down his pack and began setting up. 

Jaden quickly cleared a spot and had a fire going for some water. She and Brenna had camped out plenty of times over the past two years in a variety of climates, allowing her to get things done efficiently. She understood now why Brenna insisted they sleep outside, even during the winter sometimes, in their own yard. 

Once they had some tea made, they sat around and shared stories. Dareggoc and Erwynn shared a few of their childhood ones and what it was like for them. Eventually, the long ride of the day caught up with them and they all crawled inside their sleeping covers and drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Six

“Hello, Jaden. I see you have found your way back to me again,” the black dragon from all those nights ago looked down upon her.

“I don’t know how I ended up here or even where here is.” Jaden looked around and this time, she was in a cave. The walls were made of ice and rock, but everything was smooth as she ran her fingers over the surface. “This is unlike anything that I have seen.”

“Have you been in many dragons’ caves?” 

“No, I haven’t. This is a first. Why am I here?”

“Why do you think you are, lass?”

Those silver eyes stared down and waited her out. After a few minutes, she sighed, “I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with the journey I am beginning and where I am heading.” 

“Where are you going, Jaden?”

“A place called Dragomere.”

That got his attention and only because Jaden was paying really close attention could she see the muscles tighten in his body.

“Dragomere? Are you a dragon rider?” He paused and as his gaze scanned her, she felt like he could see through her.

“I don’t know. My aunt seems to think I might be.” Suddenly, she couldn’t stand it and blurted out, “What is your name?”

His eyes narrowed and his head came down close to hers, “Why do you want to know?”

“You know mine. I wanna know what to call you if you appear again in my dreams.” 

“For now you can call me Bob.” 

“Bob, the dragon. Alright, so why does the sound of the school I am to attend cause you distress, Bob?” Jaden decided to make herself comfortable and settled down on the floor of the cave. 

“I am not distressed, child.” Bob moved his head back so he was sitting all high and mighty. 

“You are something. Should I be worried about going? Tell me, please. I don’t know a lot other than it is an honor to be chosen as one. If I am chosen by a dragon, then I will be marked somehow; I believe Brenna mentioned scales forming. You sound like you know of this school.”

Bob lifted his head towards the corner of the cave as if remembering the past. “I do. I was one of the dragons that used to live there. I had a rider of my own for many years and we were bonded together.”

“What happened to her?” Jaden wanted to comfort the beast in front of her, but didn’t know how he would react, so she kept rooted to her spot as he continued.

“She was killed in battle. I was unable to save her. She was a nymph and was a beautiful warrior. I remember her and her family every day. She was mated and had three children. In my dishonor, I returned home to these mountains to live out the remainder of my life alone.”

Jaden wiped the tears from her eyes. “Oh, Bob, that is so sad. Could you not stay with the family or perhaps have another rider?”

“NO!” The anger from that one word had Jaden edging closer to the exit despite knowing that there was no place safe she could run if he meant her harm.

Knowing that the dragon could have killed her if he was the type, she slowly stood up and crept closer to him. Then before she could think the reckless action through, she spread her arms and gave him a hug.

“I know it won’t bring her back or ease your pain, but I am sure no one blames you for what happened. You should reach out to them. How long has it been?”

Bob crane his neck around until Jaden could feel his breath tossing her hair around. “Too long, Jaden. I think over eighty years have passed.”

“You need to forgive yourself and embrace life again.”

A claw came up and pulled her away from him and then raised her in the air. “You are too soft hearted, like her. Your time here is over. Return and be on guard. I might not know everything, but I can see part of your future. Go and save those you care about.”

With those final words, Jaden was flung from the cave…

And woke up bolting upright as a growl to her left claimed her attention. Snoffy was standing with incisors extended, defending all of them from a group that had swords and bows pointed at them.


Chapter Seven

Jaden rushed to Snoffy’s side shouting, “Snoffy, no!” The rest of her party was already awake and coming to their side. She looked at those across from her. “Put your weapons away.” When she didn’t receive a response, she added, “Please.” Jaden grabbed hold of Snoffy in a flimsy effort to hold him back.

The one she assumed was in charge raised and lowered his arm which must have been the sign the others needed for everyone to ease their weapons down. Then the leader, who was an ogre, came forth. “We were out hunting and came upon you all. We thought he was about to attack your group while you slept. Why did you all not go into the next village?”

“No, he was guarding us and this reaction is precisely why we didn’t go into the village last night.” Jaden was angry about what almost happened, but understanding of how it looked.

“My name is Ta’lc. As a way of making up for the slight against you, please join me and my family for morning meal. All of you are welcome.”

Brenna stepped up next to Jaden and put a hand on her arm as she answered, “Thank you for your hospitality Ta’lc. We would be grateful, but we cannot stay long. We still have a distance to travel today.”

“It will be ready by the time we return. I will send my son Na’k on ahead to warn my wife of the added guests.” A young male stepped up next to his father. He was nearly as tall, but not quite as broad chested yet. “Na’k, please take one of the others with you and hasten home to tell your ma. We will join our guests so they do not run into any additional trouble.” 

“Verra well, father.” Na’k grabbed another one of the young males and they sprinted off.

“Now that is settled, perhaps, you wouldna mind sharing how you came to be here as we walk.” 

To give the animals some extra rest, they all hiked to the village. They had miscalculated and were closer to the village than they thought. As they approached, news must have spread that they had visitors because people came out of their homes and businesses to see the new people.

They enjoyed a warm breakfast of biscuits, eggs, and meat. Jaden didn’t trust Snoffy being left alone, so she chose to eat outside on the ground. She tossed a few bits to her friend, but planned on letting him feed once they were further away from civilization. 

Soon after she began to eat, the young male, Na’k, came outside with his own plate. He gestured to the ground and asked, “May I join you?”

“Of course, it is your place. I am Jaden. I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself before you left.” Jaden smiled over at him.

“A pleasure. Is it true you all are heading to Dragomere?” 

“We are. Have you heard of it?”

“Yes, several of my friends were talking about how cool it would be to go. My father thought about sending me to try out or see if maybe I could apprentice as something else. They have many opportunities.” Na’k took a bite of his biscuit and chewed. 

Jaden made a choice and blurted out, “You can join us if you want. I can’t promise you what will happen when we get there or anything, but we are all traveling together. I only met Erwynn and Dare yesterday.” 

“Are you sure?” Na’k eyes held a bit of hope in them. “I don’t want to slow you down.”

“If your parents approve. Oh, and do you have a horse or something to ride?”

Na’k tackled her in a hug until he heard a warning snarl above him and then backed off. “I meant no offense and thank you.”

Jaden’s only response was to laugh. When Na’k had gone back inside shouting his news, Jaden ruffled Snoffy’s fur. “We will have to work on your protective nature so you don’t attack anyone out of a misguided sense of danger.”

Their trip was delayed a bit, but considering that they had full stomachs and were farther along, it wasn’t a costly one. Additionally, they were able to secure some information and news about the coastal port to cross the seas. The remainder of their trip that day was spent traveling over the open tundra and stopping to let the animals rest and feed when necessary. Hermes spent a lot of the time sleeping on the perch Jaden made on the back of Snoffy. Or sometimes the owl would burrow in the hood of Jaden’s cloak. 

They reached the port two nights later and this time, Brenna, Erwynn, and Na’k went into the village to inquire about passage and pick up a few supplies while explaining all about their travel companions. It helped that Na’k had relatives on his mother’s side of the family there and he was able to vouch for their group. Because of the mishap the day before, Jaden and Brenna chose to make camp again outside, but told the others they could stay in the village if they wanted. They all decided that it was better if they stuck together. 

When Brenna, Erwynn, and Na’k returned with supplies and information, Jaden had the fire going and their sleeping covers circled around the fire. 

Brenna hugged Jaden, “It took some persuading, but we have passage booked tomorrow morn at ten.”

“That is great,” exclaimed Jaden.

“You can thank Na’k. That male can be intimidating when he wants to be,” Brenna said as she watched the other three around the fire. “I am glad you will not be alone, love. Before you say something, I know I will be there and you are meeting your sister, but it is nice to have people who are from where you are that will be part of your new life.” Brenna kissed Jaden’s cheeks. “Now go on and eat something, we brought back plenty.”

Jaden did as instructed and then fell asleep, knowing that the next day would provide an enormous change for her life.


Chapter Eight

The group reached the bottom of the mountain and stared upwards. They could see the massive school from their location and all of the dragons soaring through the air. Jaden had never seen anything like it. The whole second half of their journey had been filled with exciting revelations. She smiled and instead of being scared, a sense of calm and rightness settled over her like she had arrived at another home. 

Brenna smiled and motioned them all forward. “Come on, ye, let’s get going so we can be settled in by nightfall. Although, they will have lots of candles and torches, so there shall be more activity bustling later.”

Jaden nudged Snoffy along after Brenna while Erwynn, Dareggoc, and Na’k followed behind along the trail upwards. Before they even made it to the gate, a party had been sent to intercept them. Security was definitely tight. 

Three people on the back of horses and one on the back of a Pegasus stood in the middle of the road, blocking their path. The three on horses had swords out and ready if needed. Jaden really hoped this wasn’t the normal protocol for every move they made.

The guy on the Pegasus spoke, “Hello, what is your business this day that brings you our direction?” 

Brenna took the lead. “Hello. I am escorting these students to the school. They are all here for the trials to be a dragon rider or another occupation. My name is Brenna and I have been in communication with Ms. Deerling. She should be expecting me and my ward Jaden.”

“What of the other three?”

“They have joined us along the way, but I believe there will be no issue.”

“Care to tell me why you are in possession of a bone crusher from the Great White North?” 

The animals on their side were side stepping a little from unease and Jaden could tell their skilled riders were having difficulties. She spoke up, “This is my companion Snofnugg and he will not harm anyone or anything unless he perceives me in danger.” Despite the feeling of peace upon seeing the place, she almost wished they were still back home where she didn’t have to constantly explain Snoffy to everyone. Didn’t they have other wild animals about, especially dragons? They were more dangerous than Snoffy. 

“Verra well. Follow my three guards and they will escort you to the gate. I will fly on ahead and confirm your story.”

Na’k rode up next to her and reached out his hand and laid it on hers. “I have been in their shoes. While Snoffy is yours and I have seen him around you, he is still an animal to fear and be leery of, especially as we are about to be around hundreds of new individuals and creatures. Don’t think badly of them.”

Na’k was correct and Jaden tilted her head a little in acknowledgement as they continued. She was going to have to think of where he would be allowed to stay now that they have arrived.

Once they passed through the gate they were met with a cacophony of noises and sights. Waiting on them was a type of person she hadn’t seen before, a half deer and half human. Jaden thought back to her studies and remembered the name, an elaphocentaur. Her brain was soaking up everything so she could study and learn it all. 

Brenna slid from her horse and gave the reins to Erwynn who was beside her before crossing the distance to the other person. “Helena, my friend, it’s so wonderful to see you again after all of these years.” 

“Brenna, love, welcome back to Dragomere. I see you have brought us some more pupils. It is a good thing we are as large a training school as we are.” 

Laughing, Brenna beamed back at them, “Aye, the one holding my mare’s reins is Erwynn Lightgrip. Her cousin, Dareggoc Axefall, is on the mount behind her. Na’k is the other male accompanying us. The lass on the bone crusher is my charge, Jaden.”

Ms. Deerling spread her arms out and looked at each of them. “Welcome, all four of you, to Dragomere. It is our pleasure to have you here. If you want to go to the stables first to unpack your horses and leave them there you may. It will take a few minutes for us to get rooms assigned to the rest of you.” Ms. Deerling tapped her chin as if pondering something. “We might have a bit of a problem with Jaden’s animal friend, though.”

Brenna looked back, “Jaden, what do you think of leaving him with me? I have a small cottage where Mera and I will be living. You may visit him as often as you would like.”

Ms. Deerling clapped once as she exclaimed, “That is a most excellent idea, Brenna. Jaden, would that be acceptable?” 

Jaden didn’t like the idea of being away from Snoffy, but she knew it would mean the best for him. “Aye, that works. What about Hermes?”

“Who?” asked Ms. Deerling, looking around. Jaden whistled and Hermes flew from the nearby trees to land on Jaden’s outstretched arm. “Oh, you are quite the wonder.”

“This is Hermes. She goes wherever I do. I can leave her with Brenna as well, but will it be a problem if she flies around the school?” Jaden brought her arm to where a perch was on Snoffy’s back and Hermes hopped on it.

“It shouldn’t be an issue. I will alert the staff in case they see her.” Ms. Deerling turned, “Now that is all settled, I will see you all in say fifteen minutes and then escort you to your rooms.” 

“Verra well. Come now, and let’s give our friends the rest and treats they deserve after getting us safely here.” Brenna strolled towards where the stables were located.

Once they all had the horses checked in and seen to, they grabbed their bags and returned back to the meeting area. Ms. Deerling was already there waiting on them. Jaden turned to Snoffy and gave him a good scratching and a kiss. “You behave for Brenna and I will come see you later to check out where you will be staying. For now, I have to go see my new place.” Snoffy licked the whole side of her face causing everyone to laugh. “Go on now. Brenna, come find me soon.” 

“We will be fine, lass. Go prepare to meet your sister.”

They split up and the four students followed behind Ms. Deerling. They climbed stairs and when they got to the third floor, she motioned down the hall to the right. “Dareggoc and Na’k, your rooms are on this floor. Doors have names on them so you know which ones are yours. There is a manual inside your rooms with rules and guidelines. Read it as the rules are strictly enforced.” 

“Jaden, Erwynn, meet back downstairs in an hour?” Dareggoc asked. 

“See you then,” Erwynn waved them off as she was already partway up the next flight of stairs. 

Jaden laughed as the two males took off in the fastest walk she had seen. Suddenly, her nerves were getting to her and her laughter ceased. She turned to Ms. Deerling. “Is my sister here yet?” 

“No, you arrived first. I am not sure when she will arrive. We are keeping a watch out for her, though. Let’s go on up to the fourth floor.” They climbed to the next landing and once more, she motioned to the right, “Erwynn, your room is down that hall and has your name on it.” 

In an unexpected show of giddiness, Erwynn reached out and hugged Jaden, “I am so excited, see you down with the boys soon.”

“Where is my room?” Jaden scanned the area and then followed as Ms. Deerling ascended stairs once more.

“You are on the fifth floor. We have suites here for siblings. You and your sister each will have your own room, but they are connected with a small living space between them.” They went down a long hall until stopping in front of a large door. “Here is your key. I will leave you to settle in. Please let me know if you need anything. Evening meal will be in two hours, located in the hall. I trust you will inform the others.”

Jaden could only nod and stare down at the key in her hand. “Thanks.” Then when Ms. Deerling retreated down the long corridor, Jaden unlocked the door and crossed the threshold. She could only look around and be amazed at what was deemed a small living space. The area was almost as large as her entire home back north. 

Suddenly, a pang of homesickness hit her and she crumpled to the floor right inside the room and cried. All the emotions of the past several days flooded her system and she let them all out. She had to push down the urge to climb on Snoffy and run away from all of this. But, she could hear Brenna in her head telling her how courageous she was and letting her know she was loved. Her aunt was correct, she stood up and found a cloth in her satchels and wet it with water before washing her face. Once she had done that, she carried her belongings into one of the bedrooms and sat everything down. There on the table was the book Ms. Deerling referred to. Opening it, Jaden read until it was time to go downstairs and reconvene with everyone and then dine on something, hopefully, hot to eat.

The next day, Jaden sat reflecting about the previous night. One happy moment of the evening was the fact that Brenna was able to join them for meals if she chose to. After dinner, the two of them went to where the cottage was and she spent time with Snoffy and her aunt until it became dusk and then she returned to her room. Jaden had continued to read the rules by candlelight and there were a lot of them. She wanted to make sure she didn’t mess anything up, though, and disappoint Brenna. She made plans to meet up with her new friends the following day.

Jaden stood up to go explore more when suddenly the door opened and there stood a mirror image of herself except with short, spiky hair instead of her own long braid. This must be my sister with her friends. Four faces peered at her and she shuffled from foot to foot as she wasn’t sure what to say or do. However, politeness took over and she waved, “Hi, I’m Jaden.”

To be continued…

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
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About Kiss of the Scorpion

Seventeen-year-old Lilly Henderson admits she’s a little spoiled and even more entitled, but she tries not to be obnoxious about it. 

When her father’s job takes the family to Cairo for the summer and she can’t join her friends in London for three months, she’s disappointed but resigned.

She never dreams that in Cairo she’ll meet an enigmatic Egyptian who’ll turn out to have all kinds of secrets, including some of the supernatural kind.

And during one moonlit night, she will discover that the kiss of a scorpion brings not poison but pleasure.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter One

I know how privileged I am, I do.

When I am stateside visiting my mother’s relatives, I’m very careful not to boast about how many countries I’ve visited or flaunt my ease with foreign languages or say anything else that would make it sound like I think I’m special or superior to them in some way. Because I’m not. I’m just lucky and if you know one language. It’s pretty easy to pick up another, although Portuguese kicked my ass the year we lived in Lisbon.

My cousin Riley has been saving for two years to finance a trip to Paris because she doesn’t want to charge it on her credit cards. Even the cost of a passport took a bite out of her budget. A new passport costs $165. That’s a lot of groceries or a heating bill.

How mean would I be if I mentioned I prefer shopping in Berlin because of all the cool new designers? Or talk about that little chocolate shop my father’s stepsister owns in Montmartre? The tourists go mad for her over-priced sweets and since she hates Americans and Brits in equal measure, Tante Eliette is unrepentant about charging them scandalous prices for her wares. They’re really good but ten euros for one truffle? Who likes chocolate that much? 

Most of the time I am completely onboard with moving on the regular. My parents had me enrolled in online school before Covid forced it, so there’s always been continuity in my schooling, no matter where I am. Yay for that, I guess. 

Socially, my life is lame—I’ve never been to a school dance, for example, but from what my cousins tell me, Prom is overrated. You spend a fortune for a dress, your date spends even more to rent a limo and a tux, and at the end maybe there’s some first-time sex which is even less memorable than the dance.

No thank you. Especially to the unmemorable sex. Not that I have anything to compare it to. I’ve never really had a serious boyfriend. Moving around a lot is not conducive to forming deep, intimate attachments with guys. And why should the crush you have in high school be “the one?” It’s not like we’re medieval peasants and will die at 30 giving birth to our fifth child. There’s no rush. 

And honestly, most guys—and girls—I meet are not that interesting. 

They’re either total eurotrash, gliding from party to party or intensely focused on getting that bank job in Bern or that internship in Shanghai and have no time for mundane activities like just hanging out and talking. 

I see the party posts on Instagram and wonder…don’t they ever get bored? Don’t the parties start to all blur together at a certain point? All the same people? All the same conversation? How many fancy cocktails and artisanal beers can you drink while still fitting into those form-fitting, neckline-plunging outfits?

And am I the only one who thinks a lot of the outfits celebutants wear are just plain effing ugly?

So exploring new cities and new places is something I like to do. So I don’t know why I was so enthusiastic when my father announced we’d be moving to Cairo for the summer so he could conduct some business there.

Cairo.

In the summer. 

Where the heat sometimes spikes to 48 °C. That doesn’t sound too bad until you realize it’s 118 in Fahrenheit and when the temperatures get up that high, the government issues warnings to stay inside, avoid poorly ventilated places and stay hydrated. 

We don’t really have a problem staying hydrated. Our rented kitchen is equipped with a huge filtering tank, so there’s always clean water to drink.

Good luck getting it cold. 

The flat is equipped with air conditioning, but unless it’s at least 100 degrees, my mother won’t even think of turning it on. She grew up in the dry heat of Phoenix, Arizona in a tiny, un-air-conditioned apartment she shared with her parents and younger sister. She’s not totally comfortable with her good fortune in life and has told me she never wants to take ease and comfort for granted.

Which I get, but once the weather outside is over 100 for weeks at a time, I wish she’d unclench just a little bit. All fans do is blow hot air around. In Egypt, they have a season of hot dry winds—like the Santa Anas in California—that raise the temperatures even more. They’re called khamasīn, and they often carry enough sand to blast the paint off a car.

Not pleasant.

“You think the khamasīn are unpleasant when you’re inside,” my mother said when I complained. “Think how nasty they are for the unhoused people who live on the edge of the city.”

I hate it when my mother is right.

It is just for three months, I told myself, and figured I could pass the time the way I always did—exploring, taking pictures, and reading.

I had a whole reading list I wanted to go through while I was in the city. I wanted to read Adaf Soueif’s The Map of Love, which sounded like a juicy, multi-generational love story, and Nawal El Saadwi’s The Fall of the Imam. Both women were also political activists involved in national and women’s politics and I was excited to dig into their work. 

I know—my life is not that exciting. 

I think everyone should have at least one grand adventure to remember in their old age. Both sides of my family are long-lived. I like my chances of making it to the century mark or beyond. I don’t want to look back and think…what a boring life.

A lot of the time, I feel like I’m just drifting along. But on nights when I’m too restless to sleep , I look out over whatever view I have and dream of adventure.

The nights are hot in Cairo and I did not sleep well.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

We lived on the 14th floor of a high rise and had a killer view of the Pyramids of Giza. It was kind of magical, actually, and I photographed the view in every light and angle I could get from the terrace on the apartment building’s room and out our window. One picture I took, a black and white landscape of a full moon over the monuments, turned out so well I was a bit stunned by its beauty. It was like a glimpse into another age.

I was fascinated by how the city was built upon its ancient past with glimpse of the ancient peeking through the modernity of steel and glass like plants growing out of a crack in a sidewalk. 

You see that a lot in Europe, even in cities that have aggressively tried to eradicate their pasts, like Berlin. Here it seemed more organic, like you could just turn a corner somewhere and run into some supernatural creature—a crocodile-headed god perhaps, or kind Hathor. 

My mother and I had taken a “Coptic tour of Cairo” and I’d taken a ton of video and still pictures. I had in mind creating some sort of documentary on our time here, but was looking for a subject. I was fascinated by the artisans who created those lattice-work wooden screens I saw in the old houses, but I speak very little Arabic, and I couldn’t just walk around filming things without permission. 

And it isn’t as though I can blend in that easily. Ramses II may have had red hair, but it’s not that common in Cairo today. I’m five-ten (an inch taller than Ramses) and have strawberry blonde hair. I dress modestly when I’m out and about , so I’m rarely identified as an American tourist (seriously, wearing shorts is not a good look if you’re not a little kid) but few would mistake me for a local, either.

I decided it wouldn’t be terrible spending the summer making art.

But then my father announced that he’d secured a summer job for me and I was made to understand that it was not optional.

 

 


Chapter Two

It’s not that I have a problem with work. I don’t. I don’t even have a problem doing boring work. There’s a line in The Egyptian Book of the Dead that speaks of “laboring in the house of the dead to buy passage for the soul” and I get it. Sometimes you just have to do what you have to do.

But the prospect of working in an office under my father’s gaze every minute of every working day was not something I looked forward to. Especially since the job he’d arranged was mainly data entry. I already know how to use spreadsheets. Using Excel six hours a day is not going to teach me that much. And sometimes, when the figures I enter on those spreadsheets are for “household expenses,” I find myself getting a little sick to my stomach.

I’m far from being a working class heroine, but seriously, who spends $2 million for a humidifier? The expenses related to divorces are the worst. Child support payments of $200,000 a month? Does the kid have a private chef and a personal Gulfstream at their disposal?

My father manages money for “high worth individuals” which means he mostly helps rich men and women hide their (sometimes) ill-gotten gains from various governments. It’s all very discreet and cut and dried. I don’t know how he and my mother can stay married with their very different outlooks on life, but then look at high-profile political couples like the Conways or James Carville and Mary Matalin. Maybe the hate-sex is really spectacular.

I don’t know anything about my parents’ sex lives—thank God they don’t overshare—but after 17 years of marriage, they still seem to be crazy about each other. (And in case you’re wondering, I’m nearly eighteen, so do the math. I was a “love child.”)

The summer job was shaping up to be just as soul-sucking as I thought it would be, until Ali Aqrab showed up.

He introduced himself in the way of Arabic names by detailing his entire genealogy all the way back to his great-great-great-grandfather. Arabic is a lovely language but is strange to my ears, so I only caught half of it and as everyone in the office called him Ali, I did too. 

He was nineteen, my father’s secretary told me, but unlike me, he seemed to have a real purpose at the company—something to do with computers and data that kept him completely engaged.

He was probably four inches shorter than I was, but carried himself like a pharaoh, and just looking at him, you knew he was a person of substance. That he had hidden depths. That he had an old soul.

Yeah, I had it bad for Ali Aqrab. Which wasn’t like me at all.

The attraction had been instant, intense, and totally unrequited.

Which wasn’t usual for me either.

I don’t mean to brag but I got lucky in the genetics lottery. 

I usually don’t have to work that hard to attract attention. Just the opposite, in fact. My problem is repelling attention from guys who are just interested in me for my looks. 

And yet, at first glance I hadn’t noticed Ali’s ability to speak multiple languages or his easy-going kindness or his extreme competence with numbers.

No. 

I’d noticed how insanely handsome he was. So, how shallow did that make me?

And the way his face got all still when he was listening to someone…like they were saying the most important thing that had ever been said in the history of the universe.

Did I mention his dreamy dark eyes? That didn’t seem to miss anything that was going on around him. 

But Ali didn’t seem to be the slightest bit interested. Not in me. Not in girls in general. And I was pretty sure not in boys either, although if he was, he wouldn’t make a point of it. In general, the culture wasn’t all that LGBT friendly.

After our initial introduction, just about the only interaction we had was meeting in the break room where a vat of American-style coffee was brewed all day (and only drunk by the Americans). Ali seemed to prefer tea, which he prepared using an infusion ball and dried leaves he kept in an air-tight tin. He had several blends he used and the mint tea smelled particularly divine. I was dying to try it but afraid it would be rude to ask him for a taste.

The only time he initiated a lengthier interaction with me was the time he overheard me talking to Amina, who cleaned the office. He commented on my pronunciation and suggested I try a certain website for practice. He spoke Arabic, French, English, and Mandarin. I wondered if there’d been a Chinese girlfriend in his past because Mandarin is a really tough language to learn.

“You’re wasting your time with Ali,” my father’s executive assistant told me about a week after he arrived. She was a little smug about it. She was living with a French consular officer she had met at some expat gathering, and made sure everyone knew it with references to Denis this and Denis that. It was a pretty new relationship, so maybe she wasn’t terribly secure about it yet.

Which was crazy, because in addition to being absolutely stunning, Ariana was also a legal and financial genius who even intimidated my father.

“She can do my job as well as I can,” he said frequently, and I knew she didn’t disagree. While she was discreet about it, I was pretty sure the only reason she was still working for him was that it was a cushy gig while she lined up her next job.

I was pretty sure she was running some kind of side hustle out of the office as well. She gets a lot of texts and WhatsApp messages that don’t seem related to work. Maybe Denis is sending her dick pics or something. 

And when I was the only person around, she often had intense, whispered phone conversations I was not meant to overhear even though my listening comprehension is close to zilch. She always looked vaguely uneasy afterwards, which sparked my curiosity. Since Arabic is often spoken very quickly, though, I had no hope of making sense of what I did hear.

I have the hearing of a bat but my mother always told me it was impolite to eavesdrop on people.

She has no idea how often I have listened to her conversations with my grandmother.

My mother has a tendency to vent unfiltered when she’s frustrated. And for a person who’s basically kind, she can get really mean. Some of the things she’s said about my father are pretty horrifying and if he ever heard them, he’d be crushed.

And even though she was just venting, she’d never be able to explain that she didn’t really mean it because if she said it, she meant it, right?

Eavesdroppers rarely hear things that make them happy.

Words to live by.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

My father had put Miranda in charge of a party the partners were throwing to welcome a big new client to the firm. Abdullah was apparently a great devotee of numerology and she had to hire a consultant to work out all the numbers of everyone who’d been invited. Apparently, there were a few people who were problematical.

“Ali’s numbers add up to 43,” Fatima, the numerology consultant said to me. She’d been given a desk next to mine as a temporary workspace and she rightfully assumed I was no one of importance so she could gossip freely with me. Mostly I ignored her as much as I could without being impolite, but her remark about Ali piqued my interest.

“What does that mean?” I asked, as disinterestedly as I could.

 “That means his animal instincts are stronger than his human instincts and it could keep him from reaching the divine plane.”

:”Don’t you add four and three together to get seven?” I said, because my mother dabbles in a lot of new age stuff.

“It’s not that simple,” she said, giving me a pitying loo. 

“I don’t really know that much about numerology,” I said.

“That’s obvious,” she said.

Bitch, I thought. And because I was bored, I googled the number seven in numerology and found out it’s an “Angel” number. It symbolizes a person’s inner wisdom, intuition, and self-awareness. Which sounded a lot like Ali to me.

I wondered what my numbers added up to, but I didn’t want to ask Fatima. One of my strategies in life is to avoid engaging with mean girls as much as possible. My question about Ali had alerted Fatima to my interest in him. She was the kind of woman who collected information about people as possible ammunition and from the moment I asked my question, she never shut up about him, as if to goad me into some further admission of my interest.

“Ali looks very handsome today, does he not?”

“Ali always seems to be very busy. Perhaps he needs some help?”

“I wonder why Ali is not married yet.”

Because he’s only nineteen, I thought, but I held my tongue and just smiled at her noncommittedly.

Miranda had decided, after a consultation with the CEO’s wife, that the dress code for the party would be formal. Since corporate spawn over the age of sixteen had been invited, my mother decided the occasion called for something dressier than the little black dress I’d worn for my Sweet Sixteen party. (that particularly hellish occasion had been my maternal grandmother’s idea and she’d turned the event into an excuse to stage a full-on family reunion starring people I’d never met and some I hoped never to encounter again, including one second cousin who talked with his mouth full while spewing political nonsense about fake meat and microchips. I liked the dress and it was in heavy rotation in my wardrobe.”

“Beware all enterprises requiring new clothes,” I said to my mother.

“Don’t quote Thoreau at me,” she said. “I won’t have you looking like a ragamuffin at this party. It will embarrass your father.”

And of course that’s the most important thing. But I didn’t grumble too hard. The thing is—and I’m not proud of it—I love clothes. My day to day style is pretty informal and androgynous, but put me in a store where the clothes are frilly or glittery or floaty and I can do some serious damage. My father gave me a credit card for my fifteenth birthday and told me he’d pay the bill up to a reasonable limit. I’ve tested that limit a couple of times, but never gone over it.

And yes, I know how exactly how spoiled that makes me sound. 

Please don’t hate me.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

My mother went to a local designer and had two gowns custom-made for us. Hers was midnight blue and featured a sweetheart neckline that left plenty of neck so she could show off a diamond and sapphire necklace my father had given her for their tenth wedding anniversary, which had occurred right around the same time as he started making big money. My mother’s eyes are blue like mine, so that is definitely her color and I knew that she would look spectacular. My other is only thirty-nine and is way more beautiful than a mother ought to be.

Yes, we get compared a lot. 

I don’t fare that well in these comparisons, although I think my red hair trumps her honey gold tresses. Which she’d probably wear up in her signature chignon. She often tried to get me to wear a more sedate hairdo, but along with the color of my hair, which I’d inherited from my grandmother, I’d also inherited the texture, which was wildly curly.

My hair couldn’t look sedate if it tried. So mostly I pinned it up in a messy bun or pulled it back in a loose ponytail and called it done.

But I knew I couldn’t do that when I saw the dress.

It was a slim column of sand-washed cream-colored silk that had capped sleeves, a fitted waist, and a sort of Art Deco pleated detail in the front. There was some kind of complicated design going on in the bust that made it look like I had actual breasts (I’m a 32 B, which is not terribly impressive) and flowed like a dream when I walked. She’d also found some matching ballet slippers to wear with it, knowing that I was impossible in heels and would probably trip all over myself or the dress if I tried to go fancy.

“Wow,” I said when she showed it to me. “This is really gorgeous.” 

She beamed. “You’ll look like a goddess,” she said, and then spoiled it by adding, “And I guarantee that Ali will take notice.”

“Not that I care,” I said, turning away so she wouldn’t see me blush.

“O sweetie,” she said. “Any girl with a pulse would care for Ali.” 

I hate it when my mother’s right.

 


Chapter Three

On the day of the party, a woman named Marwa showed up to style my hair. She took one look at my unruly mop and sighed. But Marwa did not balk at a challenge and an hour later, she had subdued my locks into a sort of pre-Raphaelite confection. My mother loaned me some pearl drop earrings and a gorgeous rose gold bracelet to wear and I have to say, I felt pretty amazing as we left the flat and got into the car waiting for us.

My father’s job had come with a driver—Omar—and my father was paying him extra so he wouldn’t have to stress over traffic. Traffic in Cairo is insane, and one of the reasons Cairo is the most polluted city in the world. The pollution produces spectacular sunsets but there are days if you do anything more strenuous than simply walking down the street, you’ll be wheezing for hours. My mother kept small tanks of oxygen in all the wardrobes so that we could clear our lungs at regular intervals.

The drive out to Giza was uneventful but took forever. 

My father spent the whole time on his phone. 

My mother kept glancing at him as if she wanted to say something, but then would look away, outside the window, focusing on the cityscape passing the car’s windows. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

When we finally arrived, the sun was setting and the pyramids glowed in the golden light of magic hour. Miranda and her party planners had gone all out for the event and there were pavilions set up everywhere with food and drink, a stage for the band, and a makeshift dance floor.

Large groups of people have been able to rent out the pyramid complex for years, and although no one is allowed to stay overnight in the monuments—and people are always trying to sneak into them and hide, as if they want to come face to face with the ghost of Khufu or Khafre, or Menkaure—there are police on hand to make sure they don’t. I don’t know what kinds of paperwork or how many fees had to change hands to secure the area for a party, but I had to say it was a spectacular backdrop. 

Met Gala, eat your heart out. 

It was still extremely warm out, so I went to the bar to get a glass of chilled mango juice. I’ve been drinking watered wine at home since I was thirteen, but the drinking age in Egypt is twenty-one and I didn’t want to cause any sort of kerfuffle by breaking the law. 

Most everyone else was drinking either champagne or hard liquor.

The men were smoking cigars, and idle chit chat filled the air.

Then Abdullah arrived and the party really started.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

I had not expected him to be so young or quite such a d-bag. He combined all the worst qualities of the top three billionaires in the world (he’s number three point five) with the cheesy, needy narcissism of a B-list celebrity. 

He arrived with an entourage of female, hijab-wearing bodyguards in bikinis, which was just so disrespectful on so many levels. They all sported solid-gold assault rifles that looked like they’d been confiscated from a narco-bling bust. 

Seriously? The whole scene reminded me of something you’d see in an Austin Powers movie. All he needed was the long-haired white cat.

“Man knows how to make an entrance,” a voice said in my ear and I turned to see Ali, dressed in what looked like a really well-tailored designer suit.

He spoke to me!

“All he needs is his own theme music,” I replied. 

When I was little, I told my father that I wanted to have theme music like people on TV and he had hired some guy to compose “Lilly’s theme” and he and my mother walked around for months with the theme on their phones and would play it whenever I entered the room. There was even a soft variation of the theme for when I went to bed at night and they programmed it into my night light. (I was scared of the dark.)

I thought that was totally awesome of them. 

Ali had smirked and walked off. I noticed he was drinking what looked like sparkling water with a slice of lime. No ice.

I hate room temperature sparking water. It tastes like carbonated mouth.

But of course Abdullah wasn’t drinking any of the beverages on offer. He had brought his own—1959 Dom Perignon, which retails for around $43 thousand a bottle. And he brought at least ten bottles. It was disgusting to see the way people fawned all over him in hopes of getting a taste.

Can I be honest? I don’t really like champagne. I know it’s supposed to be the ultimate in classy quaffs but it tastes kind of sour to me. If I want something carbonated, I’ll reach for a ginger beer like Reed’s or mix some fruit juice with fizzy water. 

I think most sodas taste like battery acid with bubbles and avoid them.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

The energy of the party cranked up after Abdullah and his bikini team arrived, and it all started getting a little hectic.

The air was really still and the smell of cigar and cigarette smoke was starting to get to me. More than twenty percent of Egyptians smoke (only about thirteen percent of Americans do) and if you pack a bunch of stressed-out people together in Egypt, most of them are going to be lighting up.

I was starting to get a headache that was not improved by the high-decibel band covering Nirvana and Bruce Springsteen songs to the delight of the mostly Gen X crowd.

I’d long ago mastered the art of being invisible while in plain sight, I drifted past the security people at the perimeter of the part and onto the plaza itself.

The ground was uneven, and I could feel every rock through the bottom of my ballet shoes, but the sounds of the party faded away and the cooler air felt like a kiss on my overheated skin.

I was just standing there, an arm’s length away from the tallest pyramid, when I saw the figure appear around a corner. It was a short, dark-haired woman wearing a stylish sheath dress of fine linen accessorized with a collar of coral and lapis beads.


Chapter Four

I smelled her scent almost immediately. Egyptian perfumes are not subtle, and this one was heavy with myrrh and cinnamon oil. She had also gone heavy with the eye makeup, caking on the kohl. She looked fabulous, but a little extra. I wondered if she was part of the entertainment.

But she seemed to be just as surprised to see me as I was to see her and she vanished almost as soon as she realized I was there.

And by “vanished,” I don’t mean she simply retreated back around the corner. I mean she vanished.

Into thin air.

As if she’d never been there at all.

Holy shit.

“You saw her, didn’t you?” Ali said, coming up behind me.

“Yes,” I said. “Was she really there?” I don’t believe in ghosts but I had no idea how to process what I had just seen.

“Yes,” he said. “Her name is Meresankh, the third of her name. She is Khufu’s granddaughter.”

“You said ‘is’ not ‘was,’” I said.

“She is here,” he said calmly, “not she was here.”

“How do you know that’s what her name is?” I said.

“Long ago, we were in the same family,” he said.

“What, a thousand years ago?”

“Longer,” he said. “Khufu’s reign was in during the 26th century.”

I was still processing that as he helpfully added, “B.C.E.”’

“That’s a long time ago,” I said slowly.

He simply nodded his agreement.

Holy shit, I thought again. “Are there any descendants of pharaohs left?” I asked, mainly because I couldn’t deal with the reality that I was seeing a 30,000-year-old ghost and wanted to retreat into normality for a few more seconds. 

“Yes,” he said. “But their lives are vastly different from what they were.” “Then, changing the subject, he said, “We should get back to the party. Your parents will worry.”

I nearly laughed then. But he offered me his arm and I took it, letting him lead me back to the smoke and the noise. 

The band was just starting in on “Rosalita,”when we got back and I saw my parents getting their Springsteen on and looking like they were having a ball. I figured the band was about two songs away from playing “I Had the Time of My Life,” and wondered if I could bribe Omar to take me home early. As it turned out, the party ended early for me but not in the way I had expected.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Abdullah was dancing like no one was watching as the band transitioned into another song and he was shaking it up close to the stage like he hoped the pretty singer would join him. Ali had disappeared after escorting me back, so I was unfortunately alone when his predatory eye fell on me. 

“Dance with me,” he ordered, not taking no for an answer as he dragged me into the center of the dance floor. I. Don’t. Dance. 

My mother wanted me to have dance lessons when I was little but I cried and screamed and generally behaved like a little brat until she relented and let me play soccer instead. Of course there were tears when I came home all banged up and bruised from practice. (The tears were hers, not mine.) But the upshot was I never learned to do anything but sway in time to the music. That was apparently okay with Abdullah, who twirled and twitched and shimmied and boogeyed and occasionally spun me around, managing to get his octopus hands all over my breasts in the process.

And leaving sweat marks on my beautiful dress from his clammy hands. I hoped they’d come out with a good dry-cleaning. I wanted to wear the dress again.

The song had just ended and a couple of suck-ups for clapping in appreciation for his dancing, when suddenly all hell erupted.

The first thing that happened was all the lights went out. 

Then Abdullah was rushed by figures wearing night-vision goggles and waving assault rifles just like his but without the gold plating.

I turned to run, but he was clutching me like grim death, so when the figures bundled him into the back of a truck, I was bundled with him.

I wondered where the bikini babes were. Not that I blamed them for making themselves scarce. I’m not sure I’d risk so much as a hangnail to protect a guy who made me wear a bikini with a headscarf.

People were yelling and giving orders and even though I don’t understand Arabic, it’s pretty easy to get the gist of someone telling you to sit down and shut up. So I did. But my mind was going a mile a minute. Who were our captors and what did they want was the biggest question on my mind. Was this political or financial? 

Abdullah was shouting about something as well—probably some Arabic version of “Do you know who I am” and was making such a noise that someone finally slapped a strip of duct tape over his mouth.

I was hoping they wouldn’t do the same to me because I was close to a panic attack and already having problems breathing. If they gagged me, I was sure I would pass out from lack of oxygen.

We were offroad, hauling ass through the desert, catching air every time we went over a rise. I had to believe Abdullah’s bodyguards and a contingent of police were behind us but I couldn’t see anyone following us.

And I had no idea we were headed. Into the Valley of the Kings? Over the border to Libya or Sudan or Israel?

The moon was obscured by clouds. I had no way of telling which way we were driving. And then, ahead of us, I saw lights.

My stomach tightened up. My adrenaline spiked. I reviewed my options and they weren’t good. I tamped down my growing panic. 

When we reached the lights, the truck stopped and Abdullah and I were roughly pulled out the back.

I was freaked out to see that there was already a helicopter waiting on the sand, its rotors already rotating and blowing sand everywhere. .

I did not want to get on that helicopter.

I really did not.

Fortunately, it seemed we weren’t going to be flown off immediately because we were herded into a tent where two people were waiting. One was a little guy with a big mustache who was wearing some kind of paramilitary uniform.

The other was a woman who looked like Miranda’s twin sister.

As it turned out, she was. She told us her name was Amanda and that she meant us no harm. It was clear she was in charge and not at all happy that I’d somehow been dragged into whatever circus she was running.

“I’m happy to leave any time,” I said, “although I’ll need a ride back to my flat.”

“Tie her up,” Miranda said and when I called her the C-word, she told someone to gag me. so I ended up with my own strip of duct tape just about the same time someone yanked Abdullah’s gag off, pulling out about half his mustache with it.

He was a baby about it.

“Sit down,” Amanda said.

He sat. I guess he wanted to keep the other half of his mustache.

“Am I permitted to ask why I’m here,” he asked in that very British English that signified he’d learned it at Oxford or Cambridge or somewhere that royals sent their children. 

In the movies, this would have been Amanda’s cue to launch into a monologue that explained everything and filled in the backstory but all she said was, “No.”

The short answer seemed to take Abdullah aback and I could see he was thinking about saying something snide but thought better of it. 

Amanda looked over at her comrade and nodded, and he brought a laptop over to the camp chair where Abdullah was sitting and placed it on a little folding table that had been set up. 

There was already a website up and Abdullah seemed to recognize it.

“No,” he said, echoing Amanda.

Without warning, or preamble or so much as a threat, the guy with the mustache broke Abdullah’s left pinkie finger. Just a quick snap.

Abdullah howled but was surprisingly defiant. “No,” he said again.

No what? I wondered and as if I had spoken aloud, he continued. “I’m not going to give you the key.”

Well, at least that answered one of my questions. This was about money.

 


Chapter Five

To be fair, it was about a lot of money. I’ve found that rich people can be really reluctant to spend their own money even when the interest is so high it dwarfs normal numbers. For example, last year, someone set up an earnings calculator that determined Elon Musk generates ?$22,500 in new wealth every single minute. Abdullah wasn’t quite in the same category but he had enough money that it generated its own weather. And apparently, Amanda and her group weren’t looking for him to divest himself of all his billions…just the portion he kept in his cryptocurrency wallet because it was the most liquid of his assets.

I was thinking about that as Abdullah stared at Amanda and dared her to convince him to cooperate. I was thinking about that because I’m not really a numbers person and it was the best way for me not to panic. What if Amanda threatened to kill me? I was nothing to Abdullah. He could easily sacrifice me, like a pawn in a chess game.

But apparently, Amanda considered me an NPC in this particular game.

“You have ten fingers and ten toes,” Amanda began in the a tone of voice so reasonable she might have been discussing the championship prospects of Manchester United.

“Ali will break them one by one and then he’ll cut them off.”

“If I don’t have fingers, I can’t type,” Abdullah said reasonably, which I thought was a good point until Amanda reminded him that all he had to do was say the numbers out loud and someone else could type them in.

That seemed to deflate him a bit but he said something to her in Arabic that was apparently an insult because without even being signaled, Rami stepped in and broke another finger.

The snap sounded just like a twig breaking. 

I almost threw up. 

He almost threw up.

And then he typed in a long string of numbers. I was kind of impressed by that. I have trouble remembering the master password for my Last Pass account. 

Amanda took a look at the screen, nodded to Rami and he took over the keyboard, obviously sending whatever was in the account to somewhere else. 

And just like that the transaction was completed.

I relaxed a little. And that’s when Rami pulled out a pistol and shot Amanda before turning to Abdullah and saying, “Now I want your Cyprus accounts.”

Abdullah looked absolutely shocked.

Amanda wasn’t dead—apparently Rami had just shot her to establish that he was in control—but I had no doubt that Ali was perfectly capable of killing her, me, and Abdullah any time he wanted.

His move had changed the game considerably.

“I don’t have any Cyprus accounts,” Abdullah said. 

“I have seen your name on the account,” Rami said.

“I am named after my grandfather,” Rami countered. “He banks on the island.”

“This is not the plan,” Amanda said.

“Shut up,” Rami said.

“We have what we wanted,” Amanda said, as she pulled herself to a sitting position. “We have enough.” 

I wanted to ask, “Enough for what?” but the last thing I wanted to do was attract the attention of an angry man with a gun.

Rami sneered at her. “Ending world hunger? How very noble of you.”

He looked at Abdullah, slumped in the camp chair. “Do you think it’s noble of her?”

Amanda laughed. “He wouldn’t know how to spell noble.”

Abdullah reacted as if her words actually made him feel bad. “I am fluent in English,” he said.

“That’s not what I meant,” she said.

“I am not a bad person,” he said.

“You’re a waste of DNA,” she said. “All that money and the only thing you can think to spend it on is ridiculously expensive bottles of wine.”

“I have a refined palate,” he said.

She knows about the wine, I thought. I had figured out that Miranda had to have been in on the caper with her, but I hadn’t realized she was feeding her sister real-time intel from inside the party. 

Hmmm, I thought.

“What would you have me do with my wealth?” Abdullah asked Amanda, addressing her directly for the first time. Are you really…going to try to cure world hunger?”

“I’m not going to try,” she said. “I’m going to do it. A couple of years ago when a billionaire boasted he could cure world hunger with just a fraction of his fortune, a group worked out a plan. At the time, it was only going to take six billion dollars to do it. You probably have that much in your checking account.”

Abdullah looked at Rami. “And what will you do with the money?” Because of course, Rami had the laptop and was the one who had typed in the location to send Abdullah’s crypto somewhere else.

“I have been hungry a long time,” Rami said.

“Ali,” Amanda said.

“You wouldn’t understand,” he said, turning as one of the people who’d brought us there entered the tent.

“What’s taking so long?” he asked. 

And with that question, I knew. The only person who would be leaving the ten alive was Ali.

I looked at Abdullah but he was locking eyes with Amanda. And as if they had choreographed it, they turned at the same time and pounced on Rami and his accomplice.

I couldn’t do anything but watch—the guy who’d tied me up had looped the rope through a tend pole that was planted solidly in the sand.

Accomplice guy pistol whipped Amanda but everyone froze as they heard the sound of gunfire from outside the tent.

A moment later, Ali entered. 

Except that he wasn’t exactly Ali. 

He was something…other.

He was naked except for a shiny, form-fitting exoskeleton that looked both mechanical and organic, and covered his whole body.

He had somehow grown taller—maybe six feet or so—and his arms and legs were thin but muscular.

He kicked Rami in the head and the other man fell back. Unconscious.

“Are you all right?” he asked as he trained a matte black pistol on Rami’s accomplice. I nodded and he went over to the accomplice, efficiently flipped him on his belly and zip-tied his hands. 

“I’ll call a medic,” he said. Looking at Abdullah, he added. “Your bodyguards are on their way.”

“Then we don’t need a medic,” Abdullah said. “Layla is trained in trauma medicine.”

One of the bikini babes was a trauma doctor? Abdullah must have paid very very well.

Ali zip-tied Rami and once he was sure the man was no longer a threat, he came over to me and cut the rope on my hands.

I reached up to pull the tape from my lips. “Yank it off,” he advised. “It’ll hurt less in the long run.”

I followed his advice and yanked. “Ow,” I said.

Ali surveyed the room and I could tell he knew something wasn’t adding up.

“What happened here?”

“A misguided party stunt gone wrong,” Abdullah said, giving me a look that said, Don’t contradict me as surely as if he’d said it out loud.

“I knew Amanda and her colleagues were out here doing archaeological research, and I thought it would be amusing to return with one of the artifacts they’ve been working with.”

“As sort of a show and tell,” Amanda said. “We’d worked it out with my sister.”

“I’ve spoken to your sister,” Ali said. “She has a somewhat different explanation for what happened.”

Amanda and Abdullah exchanged looks. Ali was watching them closely. And somehow, while none of us were looking, he’d reverted to his normal height and appearance and gotten a loose cotton robe from somewhere so all his bits were covered up.

All his intriguing bits.

I couldn’t believe I was thinking about any sort of bits after what we’d been through, but meanwhile, Abdullah’s team of bodyguards showed up and the one named Layla immediately started treating Amanda’s bullet wound. 

Ali looked at me sternly. “So you were just an innocent bystander to this…stunt?”

“Yes,” I said. “Only he”—here I pointed to Rami, who was starting to regain consciousness—“he tied me up and started yelling at Abdullah that he wanted all the money in his Cyprus bank accounts.”

Technically, I wasn’t lying to Ali, just committing a sin of omission.

But Amanda and Abdullah were sticking to their story. They were planning a prank but her colleague and his friends had gone a little squirrelly in the presence of such a rich guy and tried to intimidate him into handing over some of his money. They’d shot Amanda and tied me up to get us out of the way.

Layla had handed Amanda off to an ambulance crew that one of her colleagues had summoned and all the formerly bikini-clad women had changed into black tactical gear. They looked like a crew of badass super-heroines.

Rami had tried to implicate Amanda but since she was the one with the bullet in her and Abdullah was steadfastly maintaining that it was all Rami’s idea, by the end of the night, the police had just hauled away Rami and his crew and left the rest of us to clean up.

“If you hurry, you can catch the end of the party,” the bodyguard named Layla said to Abdullah.

To his credit, he looked abashed. “Do you really think I’m that big a …” He used some Arabic word that probably meant something really bad because for a moment she looked shocked.

“You ordered us to wear bikinis,” she said and that answer said it all.

“You could have said no,” he said.

She shrugged. “You pay me more in a month than my father makes in two years.”

“And every night I go home and pray for me to die,” he said. She just gave him the tolerant smile that adults give a kid when he’s figuring out something important for himself.

“There will be a bonus for your work tonight,” he said. “And if you all still work for me on Monday…there will be some changes.”

She looked at him for a long time. “We’ll think about it.”

“It is all I can ask.”

He turned to Amanda and held out his hand. “May I escort you home?”

“Yes,” she said simply, holding out her own hand and wincing slightly.

Layla’s colleague Noor escorted them to a waiting town car and got into the driver’s seat. The other three women piled into a second car, and pulled out behind the first to follow.

That left me and Ali alone.

“You have really good timing,” I said to him a little shakily because the backwash of the adrenaline cocktail that had been washing through me was starting to hit me. 

“Let me take you home,” Ali said. I wanted to say something flirtatious, but every last bit of flirt drained out of me when I saw the look in his eyes. 

“That woman I saw at the Pyramid. She’s not just a ghost to you,” I said.

“No,” he said. 

“You knew her,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. 

“Did you love her?” I asked, my heart in my mouth.

“Yes,” he said. “She was my sister.”

That’s not possible. My rational mind was screaming but I knew that it was possible. 

“How?” I managed to ask.

He looked away as if into the past.

The very distant past.

“It’s a long story,” he said. “There was a mage who loved her and a curse put on the house when she refused his advances. She ended up dead and I…”

“Ended up here in time to save me,” I said.

I had absolutely no doubt that Rami would have killed me and Amanda and Abdullah before the night was over. Ali really had arrived just in time.

“What are you?” I asked, and he held out his hand to mine. As I watched, the last remnants of the strange organic gauntlets that had armored his hands melted away. 

“Most of the time, I am just a man,” he said. “But when I am needed, I am something more.”

“Magic,” I said, hardly believing it.

And I might have said something more, but he kissed me then, sending a tingle like a hit of scorpion venom straight to my heart. We kissed some more and there was some groping and some kneading, and that cotton robe was hanging from him and my dress was half unzipped before we came to our senses.

And oh, I really didn’t want to come to my senses. But I didn’t want my first time to be in a tent surrounded by security people and the stray members of a forensic team. 

We had the summer.

We had time.

And in the meantime, I kissed him again. And it was a promise that we would both keep.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Abdullah kept his promise to his bodyguards, apologizing to all of them, changing the dress code and putting Layla in charge.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Amanda used the bitcoin she’d drained from Abdullah’s wallet to start implementing the steps outlined in the Unplan to end world hunger, beginning with $2 billion in cash and food vouchers. Abdullah started a foundation to tackle other seemingly insolvable problems and put her in charge, marrying her three weeks later.

 

Rami went to prison for a variety of financial crimes, but Abdullah saw to it that he his family received financial and mental health assistance and then hired him to work at one of his companies when he was released. Since Amanda had not pressed charges over the gunshot, he was free to start over with a virtually clean slate. He began dating Abdullah’s bodyguard Amina.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

As for Lilly and Ali, they enjoyed a very special summer that included an enchanted night at the Atlantis Pyramid Inn. In the fall, Lilly enrolled in the American University of Cairo. She submitted her documentary on the art of Egyptian wood work as part of her admissions package.

The end.

If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
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On the eve of Choice Day, soon to be graduate Velina Camart must decide what she wants to do with the rest of her life. Should she choose an easier path and marry or devote herself to a particular trade like cook or teacher?

The teen secretly desires something else—the ability to travel and record each area’s lore and tales. Velina’s situation is instantly upended when something falls from the sky in front of her. Something large and instantly recognizable. This provides her with an incredible option. 

When a dying Royal Rider chooses her as his successor, Velina has seconds to decide either accept the role no female has held before or risk the King’s ire, for no bound dragon can exist without its rider. 

 

 

 


Chapter One

Early morning sunlight kisses my face as I leave the protective canopy of the tree-lined trail of Jola Woods and cross past the stone walls onto Drucann Hall’s main walkway. My book sack filled with fresh clothes hangs from the crook of my right arm, the leather strap rubs against my gray uniform blazer. I clutch a bunch of pink, yellow and purple wildflowers freshly picked minutes ago. Something pretty to fill the empty vase by Father’s bedside. 

The school grounds are quiet except for pockets of birdsong. Most students are still asleep. Ever since Father took ill, I have walked home alone in the late afternoon, only to awaken before dawn to visit him before classes.

Even though this day began like all the others, it is not. Today is Choice Day. All seniors must fill out their Decision Cards with what they have chosen for their future.

Mere hours away from facing my own card and I still am not closer to knowing what to write. 

“Good morning, Miss Camart. Early again I see.” Lonas nods from the doorway of the Guard Box, a small building visitors must first stop at to declare their purpose to be cleared to travel the school grounds.

“Morning, Guard Lonas.” I steal a moment to look at the sky and admire its rich blue pallet and soft white clouds.

“Um, how is your father, I mean, Professor Camart doing?” He rushes out of the doorway and directly into my path, forcing me to stop to avoid his scabbard whacking my arm.

“He’s uh…” Words fail me as images flood my mind. Sallow skin. Labored breathing. A pasted-on smile which couldn’t hide his discomfort. That was Father yesterday. No difference than the day before that. Or the one before that. 

“He is holding on.” I swallow any emotion which threatens to surface, keeping them and myself contained like a well-raised daughter. As usual. 

Guard Lonas’ brown eyes remain fixed on mine for a moment too long until I break the connection. Even though I suppose I should be accustomed to those types of looks, I’m not. Father has been ill for three weeks with the Misery, a mysterious illness which has quietly ravaged our kingdom this year. For many, it begins with a slight cough which worsens within days. When the accompanying congestion builds in the chest, many afflicted only last for a day or two. In less than a week, they’re gone.

Father has outlived those odds. I hope he is one of the rare cases and survives. The Royal Doctor has yet to compose an explanation for how the illness begins or where it started from. 

“I am glad to hear that.” Guard Lonas scratches the back of his head and begins to turn away before abruptly halting. Again, I must stop myself from moving forward.

Sensing his error, Lonas wipes his hands on the sides of his regulation dark green pants. “If you should need someone to help you with your Choice, I, uh…” Bright red patches form on his cheeks. “I would gladly step forward to make the offer.”

My grip on the flowers intensifies. Does he mean what I think he does?

Lonas is only one handful of years older than me and certainly pleasant looking. Lanky, wavy brown hair, and a nice smile, but he, like most of the males here, have not been what the female students who gossip during break times between classes would classify as “dream inspiring.”

No guy has been in any of my dreams, that I remember. 

“Miss C-C-Camart,” he stumbles, his voice rising as he fights to verbalize his intentions. “I…I…I am not wedded. Being a guard is not one of the jobs that young ladies may find appealing, but my position is a good one. Enough to provide for a wife and f-f-family in time…”

The increasing awkwardness which sprouted when he began his speech intensifies. My stomach sinks and I suck in the corner of my bottom lip instead of running towards the Infirmary. 

He must’ve gathered more strength and starts to ramble again. “With the professor stricken and y-your mother long passed, I-I could help you if the school officials decide to re-lease your house. W-we could announce our intentions. My parents h-have a barn they no longer utilize…” Lonas rubs the hilt of his sword. 

The action must soothe him, yet it fuels my budding anger. I take six steps to directly face him. We stand close enough so when I look up I can count each freckle across the bridge of his nose. “If I should become an orphan, would that make me unable to take care of myself, Guard Lonas? Sorrow is no indicator of strength or weakness. I have dealt with it before. It’s an outlet, much like a spigot allows one to have water. With one twist, it either gushes or stops the flow—”

“N-n-no, Miss Camart, I meant no disrespect.” His eyes widen as his attention focuses elsewhere.

A boisterous laugh breaks us apart. A large shadow encompasses mine and darkens our space. 

The Guard shuffles back a bit, gloved hands clenched together. Whatever color he’d displayed earlier on his face now disappears.

“Lonas, shouldn’t you be putting the kettle onto the stove to welcome the day shift instead of trying to match yourself to a senior female student?”

I marvel at the strength of his tone, a combination of confidence and bravado until a weight drops onto my shoulders, shoving me back against the speaker. 

“So, Camart’s daughter, how does the idea of tying oneself to a lowly guard sound?” 

The scent of pine and smoky firewood mix with a heavier muskiness. One hand shoves my long braid sideways only to allow his fingers to grip the back of my neck. Something soft presses against my skin and then I realize, he’s wearing the type of glove which reveals his fingertips. Only one group wears those. “I am not tying myself to anyone at this moment in my life, Rider.” 

Guard Lonas watches our interchange with something resembling fear glued to his features. 

“Did you hear her response, Lonas? Now go off and make sure the mugs have been washed.”

The guard blanches before offering an uneasy nod. “Yes, sir, Royal Rider Favlan.” His boots kick up dirt from the walkway as he hurries back to the safety of his station building. 

Royal Rider Favlan? Here? My throat turns dry. What can I say?

Warm fingertips caress my skin. The touch feels more supportive and not romantic. 

He clears his throat. “You must be wondering why someone of my station is at your school. On Choice Day. The new crop of Riders have their ceremony this evening. I am here to offer protection for the Royal Doctor. He should arrive in a few hours. Before he does, I plan to see your father. How is he?”

The Royal Rider turns me to face him, and I gasp.

 Favlan is a legend amongst the students here. Drucann Hall also houses Rider Academy on its grounds, though their students never mix with the regulars, like me. I have never seen him in person, just caught sight of his billowing black cape a couple of times as I ran to class.

He is tall and the material of his white buttoned up shirt strains against his muscles. Straight locks the color of a dusky twilight sky hang just above his chest. Black pants and knee-high boots match the cape tied around his neck but flung behind him. Favlan reminds me of Father from the number of wrinkles settles in the crevices of his eyes. But what invoked my sudden response are two things.

One, the massive size of the gold oval pendant hanging from the middle of his thick neck and its contents. A shade of orange mixed with fiery hues I’ve only seen in bonfires surrounds the midnight slit of a peering dragon eye. A shiver rattles my spine. It’s almost as though the eye is alive and studying me. Or somewhere inside of me. 

My fingers itch to be able to feel it. Would it burn?

I shake that thought away.

The second shocking thing is what holds it in place. No, there is no mere metal link chain or thin leather rope like I’ve seen on many a merchant table in the village on Market Day. What grasps either side of that impressive pendant are the equally dark undulating dragon bodies which resemble the peaks of many mountain ranges all pushed against one another.

Those descriptions might sound ludicrous, but those words are the only ones my mind churns out in the moment.  

My free hand gives into the yearning and before I can stop myself, I’m already reaching out, my greedy tips seeking nothing more than a stroke or two.   

With an amused expression, the Royal Rider watches my advance.

Halfway there, I am finally able to stop myself, but the need remains. There is no way that pendant is calling me. Females cannot be Riders. None exist. It has always been males who receive the call at a young age. Riders usually run-in families. Father is a teacher and Mother was a Birther’s Assistant. No Riders from either side.

“Have you never seen a Rider’s pendant before? I can understand the temptation to touch the stone. For that’s what it really is. The more years a Rider puts in, the more his pendant appears true.”

But no one touches a Rider’s emblem. To do so would provide cause to have the offending hand cut off.

The cawing of crows interrupts us. I glance around and spot a couple of groups watching us from their various perches on tree branches and the roofs of nearby buildings. It’s then I remember his words which ended in a question, one I have yet to answer.

I step back, my pack slides off my arm, mangling some of the flowers. “My apologies, Royal Rider Favlan. My father has been bedridden these past three weeks. He has survived two weeks longer than most. I hope he is able to recover soon.” I leave out what I really want to ask.

He steps closer, never taking his focus off my face. “I was a student here at the same time as your father. Kaydan was very intelligent, and many students sought his help with various subjects. I did too.” The sun broke free of a long stream of clouds, releasing its light onto us. The Rider’s hair seemed to glisten in it. 

“Back then, the school didn’t separate us from everyone else. I became good friends with Kaydan. I also knew your mother. Sopheny was quiet then, until my younger sister, Emria, became her bunk mate. Weeks later Sopheny changed. Suddenly social and outgoing, she caught Kaydan’s attention. Not long after, there were rumblings of a war with the northern province. Under the King’s order the best Riders were forced to rush through their programs. I completed mine in months and flew to the Royal Riders base after the ceremony ended.” 

No adult, with the exception of my parents, had ever spent this long speaking to me. Easy conversation happened between Father and I or some of my friends. Never with someone with Royal ranking. And yet he spoke in a relaxed manner, as friends do. I could let his friendly behavior inspire me to me at ease as well—if I allowed it to. 

But I couldn’t do that.

He is still a member of the Royal Riders. I remain respectful, fully aware of my place as a female student. A part of me, like my itchy fingers, wants to ask him to reveal more about my parents but around us, from the sounds of deliveries being made and the opening of doors and windows, the campus is in morning mode. 

Out in the open on the walkway, my hair and scalp grows increasingly hot. I rub a spot to lessen the heat.

Digging his hands in his pants pockets, Favlan cocks his head, surveying me. “Many of the young riders say you’re pretty, you know. That Guard isn’t the only one who has taken notice. Don’t settle for anything less than you deserve in your life, Camart’s daughter.” His voice lowers as a woman with a basket of eggs hurries by on her way to the kitchen. 

I watch as she takes note of his cape and quickens her steps.

“You so remind me of her, out in the light.” Rider Favlan grips my chin between a calloused thumb and index finger, tilting my head. 

I swallow loudly, afraid he heard that. No male has touched my face before. And no one has ever said I resemble Mother. All I’ve ever heard was how my eyes and hair and coloring all take after some distant relation on Father’s side.

There is a shift in his countenance from serious to what I construe as a softening, though I don’t understand the shift or what his observation means. Here is another area I am not well-versed in with older people. 

“Soft skin, light green eyes, noble nose, full mouth, such a striking resemblance.” His voice dips a bit and his focus shifts to something I believe does not exist in the present.

That look is the same as when Father slips into the past and his days with Mother. He’s never admitted that to me, but I know. At least he has memories. 

“If only she could see—”

Concerned over losing anymore time to visit, I blurt out, “I lost my mother when I was six, Royal Rider. My memories grow weaker as I grow older. But I must go see my father now. If you’d ever like to share some stories about my parents, you can find me on campus at least until the end of summer.”

My outburst draws him back to the present. “I apologize—”

His next words are drowned by a thunderous sound which increases in intensity as it draws nearer. Day gets swallowed up by a burst of momentary night. 

Intense wind shoves me backwards, my hold on the remaining flowers loosens and they get caught up in the whirlwind. The Rider and I both attempt to retain our upright stances. My loose hairs fly about, covering my eyes, as dust and flecks of earth pummel my face and body. Instinctively my hands fan out above my brows as I fight to see what’s going on yet can’t. My pulse quickens. Are we under attack?

The breeze strengthens its assault, forcing the material of my skirt around my legs. Any warmth I’d previously felt is replaced with a chill like a sudden ice storm in winter.

Favlan doesn’t seem to have as much difficulty as I do to stay on his feet. He calls out before he grabs my upper arm, yanking me towards his chest. When he does, he shifts me sideways and for a few seconds I try to not allow him such control until he shouts, “Let me protect you!”

I bow my head in consent. It is part of his job. It’s what he trains for. History class teaches us about the important roles of Riders and their dragons. 

With that, he pulls me towards his chest, enclosing me inside his cape. With a nudge, he tucks my head against the coarseness of his shirt. Buttons scratch my cheeks and tangle my hair. 

Favlan yells something I don’t fully hear amidst the cacophony. The cape settles over me, shrouding me in darkness. The material seems heavy and somehow strangely…alive? How could it?

There’s no such thing as magic.

Then the ruckus lessens. The trembling ground settles. Favlan’s hold on my shoulder is withdrawn. First, he sighs dramatically before chuckling. “You’re such an overgrown baby. What? Are you jealous of a student? Can I not socialize with the females? Or is that against your rules?”

What have I done?

He sounds lighthearted but there’s a slight undercut in his voice. From the way he stands, rigid as if poised to strike at someone, I keep my confusion inside. I dropped my book sack and flowers. Father is probably wondering where I am, if he’s awake. And now a legendary Rider is berating me?

“I tired of waiting for you, Favlan. The Royal Doctor will be arriving shortly. Is chatting with some female more important than your obligations? Does the vow you made mean nothing?” Such disdain in this new male voice. Such frigidity. Who is this? His voice is not familiar, and I thought I knew everyone here.

Once more, Favlan laughs and yanks the cloak away. Sunlight pours down upon us once more. “Come, Camart’s daughter, and meet the largest pest of the Drucann Armory.”

Able to finally see, I glance out at nothing but a thick curtain of a rich verdant green. My mind races to find words to describe what is right before me until the first thing that jumps out is…. Scales.

Despite my growing up close by and Father bringing me onto campus since I was a child, I have never seen one of the kingdom’s dragons before now. Or any dragon at all.

Only the ones I viewed from pictures in books or drawings hung on the art room walls and those are certainly weak in their interpretation.

Curling my head I try to move away but my hair is snagged on something, so I shift and stare up at the glowing, obviously angry, orange eyes of the dragon towering in front of us. Taller than the barn and not as wide, it is magnificent. 

Its front legs are muddy and its chest heaves. In and out, in and out. Each scale shimmers in the natural light. “Drucann Armory? Have you not had breakfast yet? Is your mind still asleep? We both reside at the Satrea Armory, old man.”

An immediate fan of his dry wit, I snort and quickly try to cover it up with a fake sneeze. None notice. Unlike the pendant, I have no such inclination to pet it, so I continue my perusal.

 The beast swings its head to the side and scoops up my discarded wildflowers with its long pink tongue. In seconds it begins to cough.

Pieces of plant stems and flower heads wallop me directly in my face, while its putrid hot breath assails my nose. My eyes water in response. 

When it finishes, the dragon haughtily demands, “Who is this measly human? Why didn’t you tell the stable hands to gather a snack for me?” 

I wipe my cheeks, tossing a few unkind glances at that bad four legged animal. 

The dragon stomps a leg and quickly responds by opening its mouth a bit to flash some teeth my way. Very large teeth.

“This is Rhenn, my unbonded dragon.” The Rider extends an arm towards his partner’s face in some type of introduction. “We’ve been together for six years. Unfortunate circumstances brought us together. He is still young and inexperienced. I’ve been trying to teach him to improve his rigid and nasty manners. I’m not sure if I have been successful,  but he is a fantastic flyer and hunter.” 

The dragon yanks a patch of grass out from the grounds and proceeds to slowly chew it. Still young, huh? No wonder he seems spoiled.

The early morning bell rings, alerting everyone. I must go see Father. Reaching behind me to unsnag my braid, my index finger rubs up against something sharp. There’s a tug, a flash of pain, followed by what feels like an electrical jolt.

“Hold up, Camart’s daughter.” Favlan intervenes and easily disengages the runaway tendrils. 

Once freed, I move away and quickly recover my book sack, just in case the dragon likes to eat paper. Or maybe burn it.

Slinging the pack onto my shoulder, I thank the Rider. 

“We’ll see each other again,” he says, heading over to his dragon.

Before I leave, I stop by the beast. His eye lazily watches. “It’s very nice to meet you, Dragon Rhenn. I am Velina Camart. Thank you for your protection. Protect your rider well. Serve the King.” 

The second bell sounds. With a bow at the guests, I run off straight to the left side of the campus where Father lays inside the Infirmary Wing. The grounds are filling with students and teachers heading to the Meal Hall. There is no time for me to eat. I’ll grab something later.

This morning has certainly been very unlike any other day’s start. 

How will the rest of Choice Day fare for me? 

 


Chapter Two

I race up two flights of stairs and stop on the third floor.  After catching my breath, I hurry over to the front desk, opening my book sack to remove the neatly stacked and tied with ribbon package. The usual morning nurse stands there, writing in a chart. 

With a smile, I place Father’s freshly cleaned clothes on the white metal counter and wait. 

“Good morning.” She soon offers a pleasant grin before glancing at the glass windows where Father is housed, way in the back in the “Special Cases” section. “I’m afraid Dr. Melrow is conducting his review of Mr. Camart. You may wait in the Visitor’s Room, if you want. I’ll bring his clothes in.”

When she goes to gather the package, she grimaces, peers at me and then studies my hands. “Wait! Stay here. Put your right hand on the counter.”

Confused, I step closer to the desk. She picks up a damp cloth and holds out her hand. “Here, Miss.”

Still not understanding what she wants, I raise my hand only to have her grab it in hers where she proceeds to wipe my fingers with that cloth. When she touches my thumb, there’s a sting where the water hits. 

She rubs some more and dunks the cloth into a bowl of water. After repeating the action, she dries my hand on a new cloth and wraps my thumb in a cloth bandage. “That’s a nasty scratch, Miss. You don’t want to risk infection, do you?”

“Thanks.” I must have injured myself on Favlan’s exquisite chain. Once I’m by the dreaded Visitor’s Room, I decide not to go in. I know every imperfection on that room’s wood floor and painted walls from the many hours I spent in there. Plus, the antiseptic smell bothers my nose and the chairs hurt to sit on them for any length of time. Instead, I pace from the empty desk area to the top of the stairs and back. 

When I make my third return to the desk, workers begin to rush out of this level’s doors. Nurses, doctors, office, and patient attendants buzz with an excitement and rush down the stairs. Curious, I perch by the banister to watch. 

The same thing happens on the other floors. Within minutes, a crowd congregates on the main level. The Head Physician takes his place in the lobby, directly across from the front entrance. 

Many teachers join the medical staff, and they line up all along the entrance and fan out along either hall. From my spot, all appear neat.

Two guards push open the doors and hold them in place. A hush falls over the building.

The Royal Doctor is here. 

 “Greetings to all! Hello! Hello!” A short man with a booming voice enters with grandiose flair. Fancy styled hair and a perfectly pressed suit, he seems more like a politician than someone who cares for people. Royal Rider Favlan flocks him on one side, three guards take position on the opposite side and one at the back. 

I continue to observe the event and turn every few minutes to see if the nurse is returning for me. A good ten minutes go by, and my stomach starts to sink. I can’t hold out much here longer. The first-class bell will soon peel around campus, an indicator that I will need to leave.

 As the doctor and his entourage approach the stairs, the nurse rushes over to me. “Miss Camart, I must escort you to the Break Room. I’ve been informed that you cannot remain here.” Gently but firmly, she latches onto my forearm and guides me towards the back part of the floor. 

When we pass the front desk, she releases me to hand over my sack. We keep walking. “You cannot remain in the building while the Royal Doctor is on the premises. Only established personnel. Mr. Camart’s status is unchanged.” 

We enter a section of doors and a long hall. At the very end she stops by an open doorway on the left side. I enter first to a small kitchen area with tables and chairs. At the back is another door. “You can leave through here, Miss. That staircase will bring you to the basement and an exit out onto the back portion of the grounds. You’ll know your way once you go out. Thank you for understanding.”

“Oh, all right.” Three words are all I can manage before she is hustling onto the landing. The back wall is glass encased and despite the many trees outside, the natural light is enough for me to find my way. 

The soles of my shoes plop down on each step and I hold onto the railing. Once I’m outside, grateful to get away from that confining space, I suck in a few deep breaths. Just as I expect, the bell gongs across the land. With my sack empty except for an apple, I race across the lawn to get to the building of my first class.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

My four morning subjects of Maths, Language, Nature, and Open Trades are all review classes in preparations for Finals in two weeks. During lunch my nerves win out and all I can manage is a cup of water and a few bites of apple. On my way to the Meeting Hall, I drop the unfinished fruit by some shrubs for the birds or a wandering animal. 

I enter the always quiet space of the smaller Meeting Room, not surprised to find my trio of friends at our usual spot by the end of the table our teacher uses. Tiva and Cryssa are seated next to each other, hands folded on the dark wooden tabletop. Dylais, the only boy, is across from them. I put my sack on the back of the chair next to him and settle in.

He smirks. “Our quartet is complete. Everyone ready to plan our futures out?” 

Dylais is the less serious out of all of us and after this morning, I can actually begin to relax and smile. The girls nod in anticipation. Tiva has always known she wants to follow in her mother’s family’s trade of cooking and running a family inn. Cryssa plans to wed the Blacksmith’s son in her town, start a family, and help her husband when she can. Dylais wants to go into politics, to become a magistrate and work his way up to a position inside the Royal Family’s castle.

And I’m the one who can’t figure out which field might give me some happiness. Some fulfillments. Some peace. Perhaps excitement too? 

Professor Brackel enters clutching Decision Cards and sharpened pencils. This is a yearly tradition, a rite of passage for students who are finishing their programs. All fifteen students are in their regular places. Teacher hands out everything and when she reaches us, her grin expands when she places a card down in front of me. 

“I heard you’ll be following in your father’s beloved trade of teaching, Velina. With your grades, there are many professors, including myself, who will sign as your mentor. Remember that when you write your decision down.”

When she walks away, my friend’s glance at one another, me, sigh, and then stare down at the paper beside their hands.

The Professor stands at the head of the table clasping a bottle of wine. “Graduates, this is it! Finalize your futures on those cards, sign your name and bring them and your pencils up here. Then enjoy a glass of wine from Drucann Hall to celebrate your jump into adulthood!”

From the zealous shouts, many are ready to grasp this next stage. There’s another knot forming in my gut.

Dylais is the first to complete his. He inspects mine and bounces his pencil on the corner a few times. “You still haven’t decided, Vee. I see the fear in your eyes. Don’t be afraid.”

I appreciate his whisper in an attempt not to embarrass me in front of our friends. With a nod, I pick up my pencil and hold it captive above the card. White paper, black ink. Three words: name, decision, and signature. Three lines.

He picks up his card and pencil. “See you at the celebration luncheon tomorrow. I’m going to grab my wine.”

I don’t bother to watch him leave. This entire spring has been all about change for me. Father getting sick. Fearing for the worst. I thought I’d lose another parent. Preparations for this day. Studying to finish the end of my educational life at Drucann Hall. Trying to imagine a future I would like.

What are my choices?

Caregiver. Nurse. Midwifery. Cook. Business owner. The trades like blacksmith and woodworker, the artisan guilds where one creates an object with the intent to sell. Teaching. Politics. Marriage.

I must stare at my card for so long, I lose track of the day. When I look up, the room is empty. Did Tiva and Cryssa say goodbye? 

The main door moans as someone pushes it open. I expect Professor Brackel is returning. She left some bottles, two glasses, and the tray.

But it’s not a teacher who enters. It’s the Rider.

He spots me at the table, takes ahold of the tray and its contents, and saunters over. His height allows him to move quickly. Dropping down into the seat Dylais vacated earlier, the Rider puts the tray near him and leans in to see whether I’ve finished.

“Not yet, huh?”   

I shrug.

He rests his legs on another chair and sits back. “These seats haven’t changed in all the years since I’ve left. That’s a shame. I’ll suggest to the King to give the school some funds.”

The knots have disappeared, only to be replaced by a sense of emptiness.

He must understand my dilemma. “Brackel must have thought you’d take the easy way, huh.” The Rider fills a glass halfway and finishes it in one swallow. “Not bad.”

I peer at him. “Did you have to fill out a card?”

He shakes his head. “Nah. Riders don’t deal with this stuff. Our futures are already set when we enter the Armory. Well, the smaller version that’s located here. The ones in charge keep a lot of what we do secret.”

His eyes are bloodshot, and I pick up a nervous energy from him. One leg shakes a bit and every few minutes he huffs.

He rubs his forehead. “I wanted to talk to you when you were done here. What can I say that will help? You are aware, Camart’s daughter, that what you put on that paper will not lock you into one thing for the rest of your life.”

I’m taken aback at his soft tone. It’s almost as though he knows what’s going on inside me. 

Rider nods with his chin at me. “You look like the maiden who’s wandered into the woods and run into a big, bad wolf. Let’s look at the situation this way.” After another half glass refill which he sips this go around, he sits back, capturing the glass between his fingerless gloved hands. Almost lovingly.

He notices my apt attention on his glass and laughs. “Bad habit. It’s a way to unwind. Work things out. The glass is soothing.”

I scrub my cheeks before taking the pencil in my grip. I do want to finish. Then see father before I leave. 

“Let me ask you this. What do you love to do in your free time? Can you apply that to a daily position?” He downs the remainder of his drink and sets the glass on the tray.

I twirl the pencil between my fingers, almost wishing that it was me, or the younger me, twisting around in a funny dance in the small backyard of our cottage. Father would clap a song for me. The afternoon sun proving a pleasant warmth with some butterflies soaring around us. Before I trap myself in the memory, I answer. “I love to draw and write stories. I would combine them into a position, one which might enable me to travel and see places, to talk to people. Listen to them share stories about tales they’ve heard or know about, they could describe some things and I’d put them on paper, draw them. I could compile them into a collection.”

Rider smiles. “You sounded happy there. So, you could decide on Teaching because you would be allowed to not only instruct, make an allowance to live on, but you could take time off to pursue things related to your field. The old stories are considered folklore.” He starts to fill another glass until it empties out about halfway.

With an even wider grin, he hands me the glass. “Fill out your card, Camart’s daughter. When you finish your last day here, I’ll pick you up on Rhenn and take you to the Armory. You can begin by working by all of the Riders. We’ll set up times for you to meet the men, see their dragons, and hear their tales. You might even be inspired to write some stories for the little ones. They find dragons the most exciting.”

I take the glass. That idea thrills me and is scary too. “I like that. Thank you.” In seconds I write in my answers. Excitement builds inside me, not uncertainty. Once done, I jump to my feet and wave the completed card. 

Rider stands up just as Professor Brackel enters, beaming. “Finished?” she asks.

“Yes,” I reply. They both watch me drink the wine. At first bitter, than slightly pleasing, the liquid burns a path down my throat and immediately warms my empty tummy.

She takes the card from me and gathers the tray and remaining supplies. “Wonderful! Have a good evening you two. Thanks for your assistance, Flaven.”

“Surely,” he says walking out next to me. 

I sling my empty sack onto my shoulder. “I’m going to see my father. I appreciate what you did for me in there, Royal Rider Favlan.”

The sun is about to shift and allow night to blend in before it takes over. Always a pretty time to sky watch.

“I’d prefer if you called me Favlan. I don’t need to hear that title all the time. I tire of it.” He stretches and his slow movements showcase just how tired he must be. 

The campus is quiet. Just crickets and a lone chirping bird. I missed dinner. “I can’t speak so informally to you, Royal Rider.” We walk down the set of four steps which leads out to the walkway. The infirmary is on the other side. It will be nightfall by the time I make it over. “Why do you call me Camart’s daughter and not Velina?”

He stops when he notices I’m not next to him. “It’s something between your father and I. From long ago. Call me Rider then.” For a while he takes in our surroundings and then returns his attention back to me. “I did want to speak to you. In confidence.”

That perks up my ears. Why? “Okay.” The wine is beginning to affect me, and my legs are tired. 

Rider scratches at the stubble on his chin. “You should stay on campus, ask for an extra room. Don’t walk through the woods in the dark. It’s not safe. And don’t bother going to see your dad anymore. He’s been moved.”

I can’t help it when I grasp his sleeve. “What do you mean my father’s been moved? Where?” My voice displays a ring of desperation which I hate to hear. It makes me sound desperate.

The way he regards me, with poor pity and I decipher a tinge of guilt, or is that the wine making me see things which aren’t there? “The Royal Doctor wanted to do further tests on him back at the castle. They traveled with him this morning. I’m sorry. I was told by your teachers not to tell you until late. There’s nothing you can do. He’s survived the Misery the longest in our kingdom. Perhaps they can learn from him.”

My father is no longer on campus, he’s hundreds of miles away, probably locked away in a wing or basement. I let my hand drop. “What are they doing to him? Who is there to keep watch? To brush his gray hair off his forehead. To make sure his clothes, his undergarments and pajamas have been washed in the rose water he so loves. How can I find out how he’s doing? When will I be able to see him?” Disgusted by my cracking voice I turn away, dipping my head to make my hair shift into a temporary shield to hide my cheeks from view. The subsequent heat across my skin is a sure indicator of my shame. Shame for revealing so much to a man I only met today.

“Velina.” The way he says my name reminds me of Father. For a second or two all I want is to allow myself to seek refuge in his caring tone. Just steal away some selfish time until I remember Favlan is no paternal substitute, he is the bringer of bad news and sharer of happy memories of which I am no part of. 

Once again, I pivot to face my consequences. 

Rider checks something in the distance, towards the direction of the Armory and frowns. “I have to return, do my patrol with Rhenn, but let me help. Please. It is the least I can do and a small repayment for all of Kaydan’s help. I will try to find out what I can and see if I can even visit him or receive an update.”

He strikes me as being honest. I nod.

His features clear and he offers a brief smile. “Do you know where the crag is in Jola Woods? The spot Sopheny liked so much?”

Hearing Mother’s name causes a tremor inside my carefully crafted safe—the place where I hide all the pain, sorrow, and other emotions I’ve collected over my seventeen-year existence.

A group of Guards who also fulfill their duties as lamplighters dispense around the grounds, tending to the multiple lampposts and setting their inside wicks ablaze. One man is about halfway from where we stand. Rider, seemingly already aware of the others’ locations, closes his cape. Discretely, he glances around. 

Keeping track so they don’t overhear?

Oh, Riders and their secret lives.

“I know of the spot. Why?” I cross my arms to have something to do, to fight off this sudden dread which has made a home in the back of my mind. Father is at the King’s castle. The castle. 

“Meet me there tomorrow morning, before breakfast hour. I will relay my findings to you. Do not tell anyone of our plans or of what we’ve spoken about this day. Now I’ll walk you over to the dorms.” We begin to move at a steady clip. 

With each step the sun sets lower. The lavender sky switches to a deeper purple. “Don’t go to your home on your own. In fact, if you need to stop there, I will accompany you after we meet. The school won’t mind if you’re late. I will bring you back on Rhenn.”

“Um… Ride that dragon? With his gigantic ego taking up so much space. Would there be enough room for me?”

He guffaws and the sound of laughter is an actual panacea to this eventful day. I allow myself to giggle and we continue on.

When we reach the entrance of the dormitories, four separate but identical stone three-story buildings, the expanse the first to be attended to by the lamplighters, soft glowing lights of individual lamps in each window act as beacons that say ‘a student is in that room.’ There’s life here. I point to where the seniors are housed, only to foolishly remind myself Rider would already know.

A patch of darkened rooms stretches across the right side of the main level. He motions to them. “Hmm, a reminder of those who couldn’t complete their programs. Such a shame.”

We come to a stop by the front steps. “I knew them all. Most had to return to their homes when a family member succumbed to the Misery. At least if their future is drastically changed, they’ll be better equipped to face it with the education they received here.”

Rider takes notice of me as if for the first time. “Camart’s daughter is sounding as wise as he. That is a good thing. You must be exhausted and hungry. Have a restful evening, Velina. See you in the morn.” With a clap on my back, he races off towards the Armory.

If Rider does visit often, I hope he tells me more things about my parents. I need anything that will let me hope Father will survive this. As I enter the silent domicile, I play back Favlan’s behavior. First, the legendary Rider. Then the everyman who can make light of a situation. Switch to the confidante, one who shared a similar experience and helps rectify the other’s situation. And finally, the cautious one, seeking machinations and chicanery at every corner. 

What a multi-faceted individual. 

Perhaps Favlan will share some of his adventures with me someday. I wouldn’t have to record them for anyone to read. Just knowing would be enough.

Ten minutes later the evening matron has given me a key and assigned a room to me to use. It is close to the entrance so leaving early will be easy. Having none of my personal items or clothes is strange. I unlock the door and drop my sack beside the frame. With reviews going on, all of my books are kept in my locked box located inside the Main Hall. Since I don’t live on campus, I am able to store my belongings there in a safe, dry place. Next, I sit the lit lantern the matron gave me on the empty table next to the small bed. I draw the curtains of the only window, grateful the area has been aired out and smells clean.

Some uniform blazers hang on the closet rod. Various pants, skirts, and shirts are stacked on the shelves to the left, along with a handful of gym wear. I find something that should fit and change. There’s a sink in one corner with another small table next to it. A pitcher and cup displayed on top. Wonderful. In case I wake up in the middle of the night and want a drink, that will be beneficial.

I lay down knowing sleep will claim me quickly. And as it does, my last thoughts are of Father. I must find a way to visit him. How is he this night? Is he aware he’s been moved and to where? Is he comfortable or unsure?

 Does he miss me?

I turn on my side and fix the pillow to my liking. Of course, he would miss me. I’m his daughter. We’re close. Always have been. Would he have any idea why he has been able to exist with this illness which has claimed so many?

 Whatever is done to him, I have the confidence he will be able to endure it.

For the first time in my life the word revenge pops up into my mind like a frog breathing underwater, forcing a bubble to the surface. Not exactly sure of what I could do as a mere student and female, I let my eyelids shut and allow slumber in.

The only woman with power in Satrea is the Queen. And she has to deal with what little the King allows her.


Chapter Three

After a night of my twisting and turning—first to adjust to this new bed and environment—the weird dreams began. That never happens and yet it just did. From what I recall I must have confined in a dark space, surrounded by heat hot enough to singe the clothes I wore, while around me people yelled and screamed. I shiver thinking about it.

Velina!

I shoot upright, hearing a voice. Someone’s here.

Throat dry, mouth parched, I survey the room under the glow of the lantern I never blew out last night. Nothing has changed. The door is locked.

I am alone.

Still, I clearly heard a man call my name.

A cloud of doubt positions itself over me. 

Was it from a distance? Maybe someone outside?

I shake my head, fully awake.

It is much too early, and shouting is not allowed on school grounds. 

Father?

Leaning my head against my drawn-up legs, I mull it over. It was not him. 

Besides, I know his voice best. 

Just like I know his scent and his habits, I know how Father likes to mess my hair even now at my age. Always appreciative of beauty and full of wonder, he loves to marvel over various objects on our walks in the woods. Sometimes his boyish behavior confused me. Was he the child and I the adult?

“Vee, look there, what amazing colors on that bird!” 

“To some lightening destroyed that tree by cracking it in half. I believe she made that tree a work of art. See the face on it? It’s smiling at us.”

“The hues on that butterfly’s wings are striking. Wouldn’t you like to fly, Vee? Let’s go chase it.”

And we did. We talked about the colors, and the faces, and raced along with pretty insects. When done, we lay on the grass and laugh. Walk home, make dinner, and share our favorites of the day.

What I wouldn’t do to see him now. Hear him. Be hugged by his strong, always welcoming arms. Feel his kiss on my forehead as we parted on the school walkway. 

Three weeks is a long time without him being back to his cheerful self.

What am I to do now? Without him?

Sitting up, I rub at my weepy eyes. “He will come back. Father will recover. And for now, Velina, forget it all. Forget. I imagined the name calling. It was simply a part of that terrible dream that I dragged into my waking existence. That is it. Get up.” 

A personal positive affirmation to start the day. Despite Father being taken away, life will continue along with that world outside. 

Those messy knots in my hair need attention. I slip out of bed. Faint yellow light fills the crack between the curtain panels. 

There is someplace I must go.

To meet Rider.

I take my advice and stand.

This early, the communal bathing room on this floor is empty. I wash, towel dry, and comb out my wet hair, leaving it loose. Putting on yesterday’s clothes, I return to my room. A multitude of questions wait but I can’t handle dealing with any of them. Not now. I extinguish the lantern and pull the curtains open. Golden dawn spreads across the horizon. It will take twenty minutes to reach the crag. 

Administering a quick fix of the blanket and pillow, I pull on my blazer and lock the door behind me. No sack needed. Jacket, white shirt, gray pleated skirt, and slightly dirty black shoes, this is my everyday appearance. Once I discarded that used bandage, my thumb seems better, the wound already closed and pink.

I cut across the desolate lawn. Even the birds are still. Following the back trail behind the classroom buildings, with a quick glance at the Guard Box and no notice of Lonas, I slip around the entrance posts and keep to the treelined path.

Minutes later, I enter Jola Woods. There are three paths here: one which follows the inner edge much like its dirt road counterpart, another follows the outer edge with its intermittent crags that look out over Graves Valley, and the third meanders through the middle. Of course, I rush over towards the outer trail, stopping to slow my careful passage across a fallen log which is a makeshift bridge over the burbling stream. With a glance down at the trickling water gliding over rocks and moss-covered branches, I continue.

The forest floor is littered with pinecones, leaves, and assorted pebbles. The tallest trees line each wood side. Plenty of sections of birch, pine, Maple, and Oak provide a year-round coolness. My stomach complains. To stop for some wild berries would only hinder my trip. I push the thought of food away and focus on finding out what I can about Father.

He is what matters.

When I reach the crag, the woods are finally awakening with tremendous bird chatter. From a patch of pines, I step out into the beginning of a clearing Father described as resembling a bird beak. The rock juts out over the heavily wooded expansive valley below. I’ve climbed down its sides slowly and followed Father the first time he revealed a hidden cave on the left side of the beak. Its entrance covered by overgrowth and perfectly placed boulders. 

By myself, I do not go beyond the beginning of the beak, content to remain in the confines of safety on the hard ground. Instead, I scan outwards once I shield my eyes from the strengthening morning sun and study the never-ending stretch of more trees below. I do not see Rider. 

A warm breeze sifts through the loose tendrils around my face, tickling me. I stay in place for a few minutes more. What if he was delayed or couldn’t make it after all?

I must try and hear any word about Father. Behind me, a limb cracks, the loud sound echoes out and by the time I turn to investigate, it has grown quiet.

Facing in, the air is chillier as another breeze wallows out to greet me. I have always loved these woods until today. Standing here, alone, isolated, disconcerts me. If something happened, except for my three friends, would anyone notice I was gone?

That is when it begins. The snippets of conversation.

She won’t be there. She’s a scared girl.

Velina will be there. She will surprise you.

Sure. Let us go search for dinosaurs next.

Sometimes you’re a cold, cruel jerk. Why do I put up with you?

Laughter. Wicked sounding.

You’re gullible. Oh yes, she’s pretty, just like her mother who you still obviously are in love with. Why you’re making me travel out here during the day in the open over suspected assumptions is ridiculous.

Please shut up.

Yes, be mean to me. At your every beck and call and I can’t comment when you’re acting the fool. It’s dangerous. You don’t understand—

No, you don’t understand. She could factor into what is going on. Become a key component.

Of what? You haven’t proven anything. Nothing to me. Only talk.

Don’t you think I know that? There are things I must tell her. Secrets no longer content to be hidden in the shadows. One day she will find out.

Find out what? You don’t even confide in me, your partner. You’re the King of Secrets. Always hiding or leaving. You will tell her something, het her hopes up, and when she is crushed, you will go on your merry way.

Why did I go along with this assignment? Being with you is like being shackled to an annoying pain. Something uncurable.

You said it yourself. I am young. I have questions. I see things differently. And I don’t appreciate your carelessness…

Pooh, you just wanted to flirt with the cute redhead. You didn’t even finish eating.

I lost my appetite.

Really? You? Mocking laugh.

Ha ha. You should ask to be reassigned when we get back. I want someone younger, someone who understands me.

Someone who will flatter and fill your empty head with compliments. Let you go wherever you please. Eat whatever you want. Play. You made an oath.

Not really. It was made for me.

Is that what you think?

It is what I remember. Do you feel that? Is the connection open?

What? No. How could it be? 

Did you see that?

What?

There. A glint of—

There is an explosive din.

Get down! Arrgh…

Why are you quiet? What happened? Talk to me!

A yell. Screaming. Intense heat. Pain. 

Across my chest. A fire? In a rush I begin to smack at my blazer but there are no flames. Not even an ember.

Agony. Its intensity smashes through a dam, spreading everywhere. Every thought I had disappears and all that remains in its wake is discomfort. It spreads down my arms, around to my spine, it even affects my legs I can no longer stand. I slam down onto the hard rock, knowing the skin on my knees has broken. I pant like a thirsty animal to try and control my affliction. 

“Stop, stop!” I cry. “Make it stop!” 

Is that me? 

I’m momentarily yanked out of my body, watching from above as my body writhes, shakes, spasms. Curling into myself, there is no relief.

Velina, stop it at once! Sever your connection! You are open. Shut it down!

The ground version moans, “I can’t, I can’t!” 

Perplexed, I need to understand what is happening when—

Whack! A barbed instrument smacks my airborne self which sends me reeling through the air and with a thump I am back in.

Think, girl, think of something you love. Boyfriend. Pet. Picture it and let it envelop you. Concentrate on nothing but that and hurry up. I need your help. Though I do not know exactly how much someone so insipid can do.

What? The images of Father from earlier surge again into my mind. He’s tucking me in my bed, reading from a storybook. What humorous faces he creates and all of these incredible voices of the characters. He brings me such joy.

Joy.

Good. Good. You did better than expected. What is another thought? Hurry up!

Winter. The first snowfall. No matter the time, we dress warm enough and rush outside. I twirl and let the flakes land all over my cheeks. Father stretches out his arms and peers up at the gray sky and cascading white. If only we could remain like this for days. Such fun. 

Such love.

Great. Okay. Get to your feet. Come over here. Administer to Favlan. Now, girl!

I stumble, one hand caught in my skirt until the pieces combine into one cohesive picture. Rhenn stands on the crag, massive chest heaving, mouth foaming. His body fills up much of the space. And his Rider…

“Where is he?” I scour every inch of his scaly surface. There is no human.

Until Rhen shifts a few steps back. The sun beams down on the open area only to reveal Favlan, face down on the rock with an arrow sunk into his back. 

I gasp and rush over. None of what has occurred makes sense. It doesn’t matter. Maybe later someone will explain. Now, as I shift one side of his cape away to see his injury, I cringe at the heavy weight of the material.

It is soaked in his blood.

“Velina.” His voice a mere whisper. 

Not knowing what to do, my instinct is to go on his level. I stretch out beside him and take hold of the hand nearest to me. His skin is already cool and clammy. It is too late. “What happened? Who did this to you, Rider? Who do I tell? How?”

Droplets of sweat highlight the side of his face. His eyes flutter open, as though he is trying to focus. “I’m here,” I say. “Right beside you. Camart’s daughter.”

With a groan, he tries to shift and can’t. “I don’t have t-time to t-talk.” His grip strengthens and he pulls me slightly closer only to release his hold. I slide over to complete his task.

“Say yes, p-please. This…will be n-n-new to you.”

How can I deny a dying man? “Okay. Yes.”

Favlan manages a short smile before he coughs. Blood bubbles out of the corners of his mouth. 

Something must happen between them. 

With one leg, Rhenn gently positions Favlan’s body at an angle so he can fully face me. Again, he lapses into a bunch of coughs.

Go to him. Cup his face and peer into his eyes. Do not look away. Do not allow yourself distractions.

I obey, wanting to allow Rider the dignity of whatever dying wish he has. I kneel before him. It’s obvious he fights to keep his eyes open. Placing my hands on either side of his face, I wait.

Spittle drops from his open mouth. My calves become sticky, but I cannot dwell on anything else but Rider.

“Do…you a-ccept the…re..spons…ibilites of a Rider…. V-Velina?” His whispered question robs him of his remaining strength.

My hands shake as I continue to keep my hold in place. “Yes, yes, I do, Royal Rider Favlan.” The words rush out, but he can hear me and still comprehend. From his sigh, he seems content.

Open your mouth, girl, do not move or break away. If you do, I will die with him.

I freeze. I have been hearing a dragon speak into my mind. Since yesterday.

Girl, I can char your body in seconds.

That beast is scary. I regard Rider once more. His lids wobble again. Not much time left. I open my mouth just before his head drops back. From between his bloody lips, grayish white threads as thick as ribbons race out. My eyes widen as the dark wisps surge forward, directly at me. Each strain joins together before it lurches itself straight between my open lips. The inside of my mouth instantly cools as if I’ve gone outside on a winter day to breathe in the frigid air for the first time. 

Let go. He’s gone.

Within seconds that frigidity disappears. Is any of this real?

Rhenn sets Favlan’s body back down and turns around as carefully as possible in the confined area.

Open the top two buttons of your shirt.

I sharply regard him. “What?”

Do it. He dips his head, and a flaming tendril uncoils from his mouth in warning.

“How pleasant.” I did say that out loud. Good. I rise up, afraid to look at my wet legs and shiver.

Rhenn glares until the collar of my shirt is opened more. 

Why did I have to do that? The thought flits across my mind when a sudden weight settles around at the top of my chest. I glance down only to recoil at what is there.

Favlan’s pendant and chain now hang around my neck. I think I’m going to be sick.

Enraged, I run over to face that nasty beast. “What is this? Are you playing some weird game? Why is that on me?”

Rhenn stares at me with those orange orbs, the black slit growing thinner the longer I remain pointing at the latest addition to my non-existent jewelry collection. 

“This doesn’t belong to me. It’s his. He’s a legend. I’m a seventeen-year-old girl. I know nothing about dragons and riding. Take it back. I don’t want it.”

With a heated huff, Rhenn stands and turns slightly to face the valley. Boom! Boom! Boom! The crag vibrates from the impact. 

What is causing that?

With a few steps I figure out what is gong on. The dragon is banging his tail on the rock. The rock on which I stand. Where the perished Rider is laid out. There’s crackling and dust lifts from where pieces of rock break off into pebbles. Does he realize the damage he is causing?

Again, I run to him. “Stop it! Stop this, please! Animals live in these woods; they use the cave beneath for shelter. Don’t damage the crag because you’re mad at me.” I try to soften my tone but I’m not sure if it works. He sure does annoy me. If he doesn’t watch it, I’ll yank that chain and send it flying into the valley below.

Rhenn’s tail rests and he continues to sulk and look out. An oath between Rider and Dragon is sacred. The vow creates a permanent bond between them. If you touch your chain with malcontent, it will burn you. If you touch the pendant with any intent except for pride in your responsibility to protect the kingdom you serve, the eye will close by darkening. You in turn will sicken until your head and heart heal. 

He wraps his tail around my waist, wrenching me up close to his face. The pressure he applies is enough to hurt and I understand his message.

Good. You aren’t totally stupid. Never take lightly your new role. We are bound now. What we do can kill us both. You are fortunate my grief prevented me from striking you down in anger. 

I swallow hard, letting my tears free. 

Immediately, his hold loosens and I’m falling. I brace for impact but there is none. Rhenn slips a front leg out to catch me. He retracts his claws and sets me down.

I wipe my face with my sleeve. “Favlan forgot that girls are not Riders. What am I supposed to do? Go against the King?” My hiccup pretty much sums up how this day is going.

That is not true. There have been female Riders in the past. Under different Kings. We work for him but if a conflict should arise, we can leave and work anywhere else. Or work for hire. What is important is that we remain together and work for good reasons.

“Do the people know about the girl Riders?”

I assume not anymore. You can make that part of your living history project.

“Project?” 

Yes, Favlan was excited by your ideas. By the possibilities of passing our history down. He yawns. I quickly sidestep away to avoid having to breathe his breath in.

“Okay. Thanks.” I scrub at the remainder of my wet cheeks and attempt a smile. 

Go to your cottage. Wait for me there. I must bring Favlan’s body back. I will return for you by nightfall. It is safer to fly in the dark. Since you are new, no one will be able to see your pendant. Only Riders can. Now go. 

“Be safe. Bye.” His body blocks Favlan’s from my view as I start to walk away. I take my time going home. Drucann Hall will have to do without me for one day. Or maybe many. My body is sore, and I must look frightful. 

Something scurries on the path before it fully retreats into the brush. Morning goes on in these woods as it does every day. Becoming a Rider was not part of my Choice Day and that’s all right. I have been granted what could be a tremendous opportunity, or even a gift. Perhaps I can go visit Father now. Have a say in what happens in his care. 

When the yellow shutters and green siding of the cottage appear in my view, my footsteps quicken. The rock path is the same, but my own personal path is not. I take the key out of its hiding place in Mother’s potted roses and let myself in.

I’m home. For how long? I stare out the kitchen window and plan. I’ll wash the muck off me, braid my hair…. What does a Rider wear on their first day? 

I’ll find something. Eat. Maybe nap. There’s a bubble of excitement in me and it multiplies into many. My future has changed and I’m ready to grasp it. 

Mother, Father, I will make you proud of me.

 

The End for now

 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
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Jenna watched the darkening ocean in trepidation. It had come every sunset this week. Tonight would be no different. 

A swirl of wind whipped her brown hair into a frenzy around her face before settling back down. She pushed the hair behind her ear without taking her gaze from the rainbowed water, and settled more deeply into her seat in the sand.

Once the sun had started setting, it didn’t take long before the darkness won its struggle against the light. The stars would be out in full force in about thirty minutes. It would be here soon.

The strong noise of chopper blades broke through the hypnotizing swell and retreat of the waves. Jenna shaded her eyes from the last rays of the sun and looked up. It was probably one of the search and rescue teams, still looking for the missing tourist fishing boat that hadn’t arrived in port the night before. Everyone was starting to give up hope.

“Jenna? Jenna?” Grandpa. He hated it when she spent this much time by the ocean, especially at night. He thought it was bad for her asthma. And it should be, but so far in her eighteen years she hadn’t been able to find a place where she could breathe better. Something about the salt air opened her lungs. 

“Down here, Grandpa. I’ll be up in a few minutes. I want to watch the rest of the sunset.” 

“Supper’s done,” Thomas answer. “Don’t dawdle.”

Five minutes would be plenty of time. It always showed itself in the very last moment of twilight. 

The beating blades of the chopper went nearly right over her head. Grandpa’s place here on the peninsula was the farthest point into the ocean in the area. The Coast Guard base was only a mile down the beach. Four miles if you went by road. 

A tingling started in her stomach, followed shortly by a deep, sad cry somewhere out across the water. Jenna shivered in spite of the warm March breeze drifting up from Mexico and scrambled to her feet. 

It was coming.

The cry sounded again, this time much longer than the first. A head broke through the water, followed by a long neck and then a back. It was much closer to shore than the night before. As usual, it was too dark to get a good view of the monster. She’s tried capturing it on camera once, but when she’d popped the SD card into the computer and checked the pictures out, the monster wasn’t visible against the dark background. She probably should report the thing to someone, but who was going to believe her? So far it hadn’t seemed to mean any harm to anyone.

The monster turned suddenly and looked in her direction. Jenna stomach turned. This was new. A moment later the whoosh whoosh of the chopper that had been going back and forth in the area sounded behind her. The creature disappeared beneath the water.

So that was that. Jenna brushed the sand off her jean capris. 

The black helicopter went by overhead, large white letters proclaiming ‘COAST GUARD’ on the side.

“Good luck,” Jenna whispered. 

One last glance over the ocean, and she turned to head up the beach to the house. Grandpa was always serious when it came to food. She’d better get up there.

Jenna had just turned her back and started up the hill of sand to her grandpa’s shanty when the sound of something breaking the water at a high rate of speed burst across the beach. She jerked around just in time to see the creature grab a part of the chopper. Horror spilled through her as the thing dove back toward the ocean, releasing the chopper just before impact. 

“Grandpa! Grandpa, get the fishing boat!” Jenna screamed as she ran down the beach, knocking off her flip-flops and pulling off the t-shirt she had on over her swimsuit. 

“What’s that?” Her grandpa must have been coming to get her for supper again, he was part way down the sand hill behind his house.

Jenna didn’t take the time to answer. Flames erupted on top of the water where the chopper had made impact, sending smoke into the air and lighting the path. She slammed into the cool water. The waves were huge compared to a few minutes ago. Whatever that thing was, it must have hit the water hard. She swallowed down the wisdom that said she shouldn’t be entering the water. This was where she felt most at home. She would not let herself become afraid of the ocean because of that thing. Somehow she knew it was gone anyway. There was no explanation as to why she felt so sure of that, but she did.

Smoke billowed from the twisted wreck gurgling two hundred feet out to sea. It was deep there. Very deep. 

The chopper shuddered and went under. She had used up the few seconds it took for the air to leak out of the compartments. The people on board were going to die. 

No. They weren’t. She wouldn’t let them. She gasped for breath as she pushed herself to swim harder than she had ever swam before.

The wonderful growl of her grandpa’s fishing boat came across the water just as she reached the point where the chopper had gone under. 

She took a deep breath and was about to plunge when a wave pushed something against her. She shoved it back. Warm skin! She could barely make him out in the dark, but a man in a vest floated nearby. She grabbed him and flipped him on his back. She’d almost missed him. The waves where starting to calm. She kept the guy on his back and started to butterfly kick toward the beach.

The whack of her grandpa’s motor drew closer. The big searchlight he kept near the wheel lit the water in arcs traveling back and forth across the water. “Jenna? Jenna!” his booming voice carried across the water. 

She raised her right arm, keeping her left firmly around the soldier. “Here Grandpa! Over here!”

The small circle of light landed on her and stayed there. “I’m coming, don’t move!”

It was an eternity before he got the boat maneuvered close enough that she could grab the ladder with her free hand. She tugged on the guys life vest, bringing him as close to the boat as possible. Her grandpa’s huge, rough hand reached down out of the darkness.

“I’ve got someone down here, do you think you can pull him up?”

Her grandpa, Thomas, bent forward and slid his hands under the guys armpits and hauled him out of the water and onto the deck.

Jenna took a breath and shoved off the boat. There had to be at least one more person.

Thomas turned his search light on her in the water. “Jenna, the Coast Guard is on the way. They say their cutter will be here any moment. Come out of the water!”

She couldn’t. Not when there was a chance she could save someone’s life. She stroked back over to where the chopper had disappeared, pulled in as much air as her lungs could hold, and went under. 

The deep blue of the ocean after dark wasn’t very good for visibility. Huge bubbles of air hit her from below. That wasn’t a good sign. There. A body, tangled in the wreckage. She dove as deep as she could, ears popping, the dark water crushing her as she begged whatever had ripped the chopper from the sky to ignore her.

The chopper sank faster. Her fingertips brushed a cable, and she grabbed it, trying to keep what was left from sinking farther, but instead of her stopping it, the wreck pulled her down.

Down so deep the dark stillness nearly suffocated her. Her lungs burned as she ran out of air, pulling herself down the cable toward the person she knew was here somewhere.

But she couldn’t find him. Jenna kicked for the surface, bursting out of the water to suck in a breath. She gagged as she cried, tears mixing with the ocean water. 

She was about to dive again when something whizzed by her in the water below. Panic bubbled inside her chest. She flinched as the movement repeated, body going cold. What was down there? The creature couldn’t be back, she would have felt its return. She bolted for the boat without pausing. There was no saving the person who’d gone down with the wreckage. 

“Grandpa, pull me up. There’s something down here!”

“What?” Even this scared Jenna could tell he was mad.

Jenna slammed into the side of the boat. She barely had a chance to grab onto the ladder before her grandpa’s meaty hands wrapped around her upper arms and jerked her up, dropping her on the floor of the boat.

“What were you thinking? Who knows what condition the pilot of the chopper is in, there could be blood everywhere in the water. You know it doesn’t take long for sharks to zero in on that smell.”

Jenna rested on all fours in the bottom of the boat, taking deep gulping breaths of the cooling air and blowing the salt water out of her nose. Thomas bent down over her and rubbed her back for a second. 

Thomas stood. “I need to check on the guy you pulled out.”

Jenna nodded. He probably couldn’t see her in the dark. Two more. There had to be at least two more people down there. The pilot was one, and another rescuer. She pulled herself up and looked over the edge of the boat. The water boiled with activity in the small beam her grandpa’s searchlight threw.

Something moved just under the surface. Jenna backed away from the edge of the deck. What if it was back, and she just hadn’t felt it this time? If it could take down a chopper that easily, what could it do to her grandpa’s small fishing boat?

Two gray heads broke the surface of the water. Dolphins. Dolphins with a girl in uniform strung between them. 

“What the-” But at least the presence of dolphins meant no sharks.

Hopefully that was the only movement down in that water. “Grandpa, help me out here!” Jenna tossed a life ring off the boat and dove off the side. She grabbed the ring and started toward the animals, slowing down as she got closer. They didn’t seem to be afraid, but scaring them off would be bad. 

The dolphin on the left started chittering to her. As if it was trying to tell her something. They dragged the girl to her and Jenna took her from them, sliding the ring over the girl’s head and pulling her arm through. Now wasn’t the time to worry about neck injuries.

“It’s going to be okay.” The woman probably couldn’t hear her. She just needed to say something. They hung suspended by the life ring while Jenna let her exhausted muscles rest a moment. The body slung across the life ring went into violent shivers. It was cold down here in the water. Where was Thom? He must not have heard her yell.

This wasn’t the person she’d seen being dragged down by the chopper. She was much smaller, and had a slightly different uniform. Jenna bit her lip to keep herself under control. Two out of three. Hopefully her guess on how many people would have been on board was correct.

“Ho, down on the surface! Hold on for a moment, don’t let go,” a voice carried across the water. The Coast Guard. Jenna went limp with relief. She hadn’t heard them arrive. 

The Coast Guard cutter slid up along-side Jenna and the now still woman. Hands reached down and pulled the woman from her, then were back for her, hauling her over the side of the boat. 

“Any injuries?” a medic asked her.

“No, not me. I was on shore and came out to help. It’s the lady, help her. And another man, he was tangled in the chopper wreckage, someone needs to go down after him!”

The medic was gone in a second. 

Jenna let herself collapse onto a bench in the front of the boat. Where was her grandpa? Oh no, the other guy from the chopper, somewhere with Thomas. He may need help as well. She pulled herself up and grabbed the closest man.

“Excuse me.”

“Just a minute.” He went back to talking to a diver about to jump off the side of the boat.

She pulled on his arm. “Excuse me but-”

Annoyance flashed across the guys face. “Can’t you see we are trying to save lives here? Go back with the rest of the civilians.”

“I’m not a just a civilian, and there’s a guy on my grandpa’s boat over there that we pulled out of the water. He didn’t seem like he was in very good shape, you might want to get someone to check on him.” Okay, so technically she was a civilian, but Thom had been in the Navy, that had to count for something, right?

The man’s face changed instantly. “I’m sorry, I thought you were one of the guests on board for the banquet. Excuse me.” He started off toward where the medics were taking care of the female officer. He turned back to look at her as he hurried on. “Don’t move, we’re going to need a statement from you.”

Oh yeah, she was planning on jumping back in the ocean in the dark. She went back to her bench and laid out flat on it. Everyone was going to be busy for awhile, this had to be her best chance to catch her breath, and get herself under control.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Evan knocked on the weathered shanty door. Someone should help this old guy give this place a paint job. That somebody was probably going to be him. Lieutenant Thurston wanted to know what had hit the chopper, and he figured the best man for the job was Evan. He had been at the scene and was said to have quite a way with the ladies. At least that was the excuse the Lieutenant had given him. Under normal circumstances he wouldn’t mind the getting to know the girl part, she was pretty and she had saved his life. 

But she was also a liar. Thurston had sent man after man to get her statement, and it always stayed familiar in the same vague way. She didn’t see what knocked the chopper out of the air, she had no idea what could have caused it to come down. Jamison had been on that chopper with him, they had been together since they joined when they were eighteen. Now he was dead and Evan wanted to know who was behind it.

The old man must have a hard time hearing. Evan rapped on the door again, feeling it through his whole body. He was still more sore than he had any right to be. But it didn’t matter. He was treating this as a mission. He knew everything there was to know about Jenna Reynolds and her grandfather, Thomas. Her parents had gotten a few minutes of inspection too, but they hadn’t been present the night of the crash.

Finally, footsteps on the other side of the door. Evan pulled his t-shirt down over the top of his khaki shorts. It felt odd being out of uniform, but he wanted to put as much distance between the Coast Guard and himself as he could. She’d be more likely to talk that way.

A huge, grizzled old man opened the door. His body filled the entire opening. This wasn’t exactly the type of old man he had been expecting, but it had to be the grandpa that had helped the girl pull him out of the water. He still couldn’t remember a thing about that.

“Hi. I’m Evan Carnihan-”

“From the chopper incident last week.” The old man’s voice was as grizzly as his appearance. He didn’t seem very welcoming.

“Yes. I came to say thanks. For pulling me out of the water.”

“You’re welcome. I would have done it for anyone.”

This guy was obviously not going to be any help. “Is the girl around? The one that was there and helped?” Better to pretend he didn’t know anything about her.

A flash of something went across the old man’s face before it went blank. “No. She isn’t here. I’ll tell her you stopped by and give her your thanks.”

He could tell when he was being dismissed. Time for an orderly retreat and regrouping. “Thanks.” He would be back, sometime when he knew the granddaughter was around. Something had killed Jamisen. Something that no one was admitting to. And he was going to find out what. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Back to school. How did one just go back to school after a night like Thursday night? Thankfully her mom had let Jenna stay home on Friday, but here she was again. Her dad hadn’t let her go back to grandpa’s over the weekend, so she had no idea if the creature who had caused so much havoc had stuck around to enjoy it or not. Probably not. From the reports she was getting from her grandpa, the entire Coast Guard was still out there searching.

Her locker door slammed shut, nearly catching her fingers. She jerked away from the locker, holding in a squeal.

“Brian!” She turned to look at the guy who’d slammed the door shut. She should be used to this by now. “Would you quit doing that? Someday you’re going to catch my hand.”

“Nope, I won’t quit.” He leaned down over her, his blue eyes sparkling, and flashed her a grin. “You can’t make me. Wanna go surfing after school?”

That was Brian all right, a one track mind. Surfing. 

“Shut up Brian. She’s been through a lot in the last couple days.” Brian’s golden twin Britney interjected. Okay, not literal twins, but the siblings looked like it. She flipped her blond hair over shoulder and leaned in close to Jenna, blocking off her only other chance of escape. Sometimes her best friends could be a little over the top.

“Was it terrible?” Britney asked. “Or, more importantly, were the guys from the Coast Guard cutter that picked you up hot?”

Another one track mind. Must have had something to do with the sibling thing. 

“I don’t really want to talk about this, guys. You asked your questions already, and I don’t want to think about it anymore.” Jenna slung her messenger bag over her shoulder and started toward gym class. Normally it was a bad thing she didn’t have any classes with the twins until after lunch, but right now it was a good thing. 

“Just a couple questions, and then we’ll drop it.” Brian said. “Promise. You didn’t answer anything we asked by text over the weekend, not really.”

They were not going to let this go. The three of them had been friends long enough that she knew there wasn’t a chance. “Two questions.”

“Each!” Britany added.

“Two total, one question each.”

“Did you see any hot guys in uniform?” Britany asked again.

Ugh. Seriously, if they hadn’t grown up friends, they would never have become friends in high school. “I didn’t have time to notice. I was trying to save people’s lives.”

“Which leads to my question,” Brian interjected. “Did you see what happened? Choppers don’t just go down like that.”

This wasn’t great. The three of them never lied to each other. Not about anything. Not their parent’s divorce, or her grandma’s death. But did she really want to tell them she’d been seeing a creature at night, haunting the bay? Her stomach turned, the sight of it dragging the chopper beneath the waves far too fresh in her mind.

“Do you know what’s on the menu for lunch?”

That made both of them lean in close. Shoot. They knew her too well.

“You’re not going anywhere until you answer the question,” Britany said.

“I saw… I don’t even know what. I’ve been seeing it, every night at sunset, for a week now. But every time I run to get Thom, it’s gone before I get back. And the lighting is never good enough to get a video.”

Britany and Brian exchange looks.

“Seriously! I think it’s some kind of sea monster or something.”

“And you didn’t invite us to come and see it?” Brian’s voice was indignant. “You didn’t think for a second, oh, my best friend Brian might like something like this?”

“I don’t need people thinking I’m crazy. I’m already weird, and that’s without most people here knowing about my brother.”

“Eh,” Brian waved a hand. “Everyone’s weird. Just like everyone’s special. So if everyone is weird and special, is anyone weird or special?”

“Now you did it,” Britany said. “You know not to get him started on this.”

“Yeah. My bad.”

“If you don’t want to hear this lecture, there’s an easy fix. Let us see the monster.”

“Fine then. Tonight. Half an hour before sunset. Be at my grandpa’s.”

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“That’s coming along just fine,” the big man said in approval, his hands on his hips. Somehow he’d roped Evan into painting, because he was old and it wasn’t safe for him to be on a ladder.

Ha. The old man was probably safer up here than he was, considering how he didn’t act like an old man now that the painting was done.

“If you’re going to be waiting around for Jenna, I can always find you some more things to keep you busy. You know, just so you don’t get bored.”

Ah yes. So he didn’t get bored. Over the last two days he’d fixed shingles on the roof, painted a section of the house, and fixed the front fence. And yet, he still hadn’t seen who he’d come to see.

Would he recognize her if he saw her? Because it was almost time to just go and camp outside of her school.

The old man pulled his phone out of his pocket and shot off a text message. Suspicious. Maybe he was warning the granddaughter to stay away. Well. She couldn’t stay away forever, and he had to know what she saw that night.

Jamisen’s body had never been recovered. And at this point, the chance it would be was getting more and more slim. Henderson, the medic who also owed Jenna her life, may or may not recover. Physically she was going to be fine, but mentally… Being dragged beneath the waves had left its mark, and no one was believing her story.

“Speaking with Jenna?” Evan asked. The subtle way didn’t seem to be working. Time for a bit of a push.

“She comes and goes as she pleases. I make sure she’s got food to heat up and check on her before I go to bed, but I can’t guarantee you she’ll even be home until after dark.”

Seriously. Seriously. Now he was getting suspicious that the old man knew something. This was past him just wanting free labor.

Whatever Evan had seen that night… There was no real explanation. No missile, no other chopper, nothing that made any sound other than the splash. It was big, whatever it was. 

There, and then gone. Though it wasn’t like he’d really had a chance to see anything once the chopper had started down toward the water. Henderson’s explanation of a sea monster had been dismissed by everyone right away as PTSD. But Evan didn’t have a better one. And neither had the mechanics on base after the dive team had brought up the wreckage.

He needed Jenna to explain to him what had happened. How Jamisen had died. And why he was still alive. 

“That’s okay. I’ll wait.” Leaving and coming back hadn’t worked so well thus far. If the old man kicked him off the property, he’d just have to start a stakeout.

“Suit yourself.” Thomas turned and walked back into the small cabin, letting the door slam behind him without another word.

“Wonderful.” Evan slid down the ladder and moved over to sit on a rock in the shade of a nice tree. Up on the ladder had been hot when he’d climbed it carrying a bucket of paint hours ago. It had only gotten worse since.

He closed his eyes and leaned back. A bit of rest would be good. After a couple minutes, he cracked open an eye to check on the cabin. Sure enough, a curtain moved. 

The old man was spying on him. Which left him in an interesting position. Stay right here out in the open, and hope the old man didn’t tell his granddaughter not to come home. Or be a creeper out in the brush.

Something was going on, that was obvious. Why in the world did Thomas whats-his-name not want him talking to his granddaughter?

A stealth mission had a much better chance of success.

He stretched and stood, acting like he’d actually had a quick cat-nap. Then he waved toward the window, and walked toward his motorcycle, waiting at the curb.

After putting on his helmet and saluting the house, he pulled away. About a mile later he found a small beach access, pulled in and parked. A mile might be a bit extreme, but the old man seemed like the paranoid type.

And one way or another, he was going to have a discussion with Jenna tonight. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

A text from Thomas gave her the all clear. Why her grandpa was helping her hide from a Guardsmen, she had no idea. But she was grateful, whatever the reason happened to be.

She jogged into the house and dumped her mostly empty backpack on the table.

A note said Thomas had gone to find something for them for supper. He never kept food in the house, and for sure never cooked.

After changing into her swimsuit and a pair of shorts, Jenna slipped through the back sliding door of the weathered cabin, making for the beach. 

What did that Guardsman want? Stupid question. He wanted to know what had happened that night. So did she. But she couldn’t tell him what she saw without sounding crazy. She needed proof first. 

Proof that maybe Brian and Brittany would be able to help her get.

If someone hadn’t been killed, she would have never betrayed the creature. Something about it called to her…

But she couldn’t let another tragedy happen. Couldn’t unsee the chopper being pulled beneath the water.

The sun had already begun its descent, though it wasn’t behind the water yet. Twenty minutes or so. The twins had better hurry.

She moved to her regular spot and sat, staring out over the bay. Where normally a sense of peace hit her at this point, now only anxiety covered her. What made her think she’d be able to get proof tonight, after failing every other attempt?

Need. Tonight she needed to get proof. There were people all up and down the coast in the water, swimming, surfing, boating. If this thing had decided it enjoyed going after humans, she had to warn everyone.

“Hello.” 

She flew off the rock she was sitting on, hitting the sand hard. 

“Shoot.” The Guardsman she’d pulled from the water that night leaned over her. “Are you okay? Sorry, I totally didn’t mean to startle you like that.”

Okay, this was not cool. At all. Had he been here, spying, waiting on her? Her grandpa had been entertaining the man the entire day, letting Jenna know when it was safe to come home.

And yet here he was. She should have trouble recognizing him, in his jeans, boots, and faded t-shirt instead of his Coast Guard uniform, but she didn’t. His face had been burned into her memory forever.

“I’m fine. What are you doing here?” Oops. Blurting that out wasn’t very classy, but too late now. She stood and dusted herself off before moving back to sit on the rock.

“I came to thank you. For saving my life. I’m Evan. Evan Carnihan.” He stared at her for a moment, his dark eyes boring into her, waiting for an answer to something he hadn’t even asked.

“Uh, welcome?” Why did that come out as a question? Stupid, stupid.

“May I?” he gestured toward a rock beside her, and politely waited for an answer. 

Awkward. How could she say no without being really rude? She nodded, and he sat beside her.

“I did have some questions. About what happened that night.”

Here it was. The real reason he was here. 

“Before the chopper went down, something…” he trailed off, his gaze going out over the water, unfocused. “I didn’t see what it was. The medic who was with me, her story doesn’t make much sense. And Jameisen… he’s gone.”

She shivered, tears popping up unexpectedly. She hadn’t known the man, but to see him die… Until this moment she’d been able to convince everyone that she was fine. Including herself.

“I’m sorry. Were you close?”

 His shoulders slumped and suddenly he looked almost old. “We grew up together. Joined the service together. He was my brother, in everything but DNA.”

His words were like a fist to her gut. Would he believe her if she told him the truth? How much had he seen? Some part of her rebelled at the thought of betraying the sea creature, but the memory of what it had done wouldn’t stop playing behind her eyelids. The chopper being pulled from the air, and the man, tangled in the wreck beneath the surface.

“Stay with me until sunset. Hopefully then you’ll have your answer.”

He looked at her oddly, but didn’t protest. If she told him what had actually happened, and he looked her up online, he’d think her crazy. He’d find the articles about her brother, and he’d write-off anything she had to say. So she’d show him, instead of telling. 

And then what happened next would be on him, not on her.

A bright red convertible skidded around the corner down from the shack, revving as it came up the road and slid into the driveway spitting gravel. A welcome distraction, and now she had two people who were on her side here.

Brian shoved his door open while Brittany went over the top of hers. They messed around in the back for a moment, shoving each other and grabbing equipment.

“Friends of yours?” Evan asked.

A bit embarrassed to say yes, she nodded anyway. “Brian and Brittany.”

Brittany reached them first, slightly less weighed down than Brian. She noticed Evan right away and smiled, dropping a bag to curl her bangs around a finger.

“Jenna. Who’s this?”

“This is Evan. I told you about him earlier at school.”

Brittany dropped the act and studied Evan. 

Evan nodded a hello. “I hope it was good things she had to say.”

“I don’t know you well enough to say anything good,” Jenna said. “Or anything bad, for that matter. But whatever. We need to get going, or we’re going to miss it.”

“Miss what?” Evan asked.

“You’ll see. You have to see, so you don’t call me crazy.”

“After what happened a few nights ago, I don’t think anything you could tell me would be taken as crazy.” He followed her though, ignoring Brittany’s gaze pleading for him to carry her stuff and sticking to Jenna.

The sound of the surf got louder as they made their way over the bank of sand that guarded her grandfather’s shack from the elements, and made their way closer to the water. 

Wind whipped her hair. That was the reason for her eyes tearing up, not the fact that she hadn’t been back down here since that day. 

Was her love of the sea gone forever? How could it be, when until the moment that thing had brought down the chopper it had been so strong?

She dropped down near a cluster of reeds on the ridge looking out over the bay. Her usual spot. 

Without a word, Evan sat down beside her. He seemed to know that this wasn’t the time to be asking questions.

Brittany did not.

“Where is it? How big is it? How long will we have to sit here?”

Jenna didn’t answer her, which Brittany didn’t seem to notice. She held a finger up to her lips, like the creature actually cared about something going on all the way up here, and settled in to wait.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

He kept his silence for twenty minutes. But then, it got to the point he couldn’t hold his tongue anymore. “What exactly are we waiting to see?” Evan asked.

“A sea monster,” Brian answered.

“A sea monster?” Normally he kept his mouth shut without problem, but that answer was just too bizarre. Not that part of him hadn’t been expecting it. It didn’t make sense, but neither did any other explanation he could come up with. Tonight he’d find out if he was crazy or not. Both him and the medic who’d been on board that night.

“If I have to say wait and see one more time, this stakeout is over,” Jenna hissed from her rock beside him. He almost let a grin slip, but caught himself. Sassy. You’d have liked her, Jamisen. “As you wish,” Evan said.

“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Brittany gasped, far too dramatic for the situation.

“Seriously?” Brian asked. 

Brittany grabbed his arm and pointed out at the water, her hand trembling so hard he couldn’t figure out exactly where she pointed.

“What the…” Brian whispered.

“Shhh,” Jenna hissed.

A head rose above the water. It had to be huge to look this big from the shoreline. And it kept going up, and up, water flowing down the massively long neck. Its mouth opened and a mournful cry shivered through the air. He could feel it down to his bones.

“Is that…” he couldn’t get any more out. He wasn’t crazy. It really had been a monster that had taken down the chopper. He’d seen it, but had written it off as the trauma of losing Jamisen. “Where did it come from?”

“I don’t know,” Jenna answered. “It started showing up a little over a week before... It just keeps coming back and calling like that. Then it’s gone, disappearing under the water.”

Heat rose up his neck. The anger that had boiled under the surface since he’d lost his brother bubbling, ready to come out. “And you never told anyone? Look what it did! You got my friend killed from your negligence!”

Brian stepped between them. “Hey man, that’s not cool. She didn’t know something like that would happen, or she’d have handled it.”

“Yeah. Absolutely. Like she’s handling it now? She knew what happened to us, and she didn’t come forward!” He seethed, skin going hot. If she’d told someone this thing was out here, warned someone, Jamisen would still be alive.

He looked at her. She had her face turned, but he caught sight of a tear dripping off her chin. Apparently she did feel bad about it. But that didn’t change anything.

“I need to get closer. Get a picture of it so I can show the sergeant.” They didn’t need to know why. His superiors thought he’d cracked because of what he’d seen that night. He’d almost thought so too. But here was the proof that he hadn’t.

 Brian held up a fancy camera with a huge lens. “Why do you think we’re here?”

Maybe they weren’t useless. “Move out.” He led the way, sliding down the sand bank to the beach.

“Wait!” Jenna called quietly. “It will hear you and leave!”

Evan froze. If it left, it might never come back. If it never came back, he’d never get what he needed.

“It doesn’t seem to mind me, but whenever my grandpa comes out, it drops under the surface.” She passed him and walked down to the water’s edge, stopping with the waves lapping at her feet.

The water looked… strange around her toes. Glowy. 

“Uh, Jenna?” Brian said. 

“Yeah?” she asked, staring out over the water.

“What’s happening to your feet?”

She glanced down for a second, looking perplexed. When she looked up, her eyes sparked. Literally.

Evan took a small step back. As if some sea monster wasn’t enough. What was going on here?

“I don’t know,” Jenna answered. But she didn’t sound like herself. Her voice was monotone, no inflection. Surely she should be freaking out right now. He was freaking out, and he wasn’t even the one doing the glowing.

In their time staring at Jenna, the rest of them missed the creature sliding under the water. When Evan looked out, it was gone. “No!” He kicked the sand, spraying some into the surf. “I never got proof!” If he couldn’t prove it existed, he couldn’t get it hunted down and taken out so it couldn’t hurt anyone else.

Brian held up his camera. “You forget about this already? I videoed the whole thing.”

Brittany moved over to stand next to Jenna, who still just stared out over the water. “Jenna? You okay?”

“What the-” Brian fumbled around with his camera. “You can’t see anything in these. Why can’t you see anything?”

No pictures. Evan took a deep breath, centering himself. He glanced over at Jenna. Okay, the weird staring was starting to get creepy. Evan moved up to stand next to Jenna and Brittany, ignoring his boots getting wet.

“Jenna, honey, can you hear me?” Brittany took Jenna’s hand, but Jenna didn’t notice. She took a step out into the water. Then another. Brittany gripped her hand tight, keeping her from going in any deeper. Trying to, anyway. Jenna just kept moving forward.

Evan grabbed her other hand, but she didn’t even look at him. She moved forward with unyielding strength, not even pausing when he put his years of lifting weights into holding her down.

“Brian,” Brittany yelled. “Go get Thomas!”

Brian bolted for the shack, but Evan didn’t watch him go. He wrestled with Jenna, trying to keep her on shore. She didn’t speak and her fixed gaze didn’t leave the water. 

“Come on, Jenna, hey!” His shout had no effect. Brittany continued screaming something, but he couldn’t make out what she was trying to say.

Holding her back got more and more difficult as they got farther into the water. With little effort, Jenna shook off Brittany, a zap of light knocking her under water.

Struggling to keep Jenna from going deeper, Evan kept an eye out for Brittany to surface. It didn’t happen. He fought Jenna, thrashing around as she continually shoved him away.

Jenna was going to get away from him eventually. And Brittany still hadn’t come up. He had to save the one he could.

As soon as his grip loosened, Jenna dove beneath the waves. The water swallowed her instantly, the sun nearly set leaving the depths pure black. He dove into the water, arms flailing, looking for Brittany. 

Lungs burning, he stayed under as long as he could, but he had to come up for a breath. As soon as he hit the surface, he screamed her name. There was no answer. 

The water lit up from beneath, a strange color of blue. He bit his lip, hard, to keep himself from tearing for the safety of the beach. 

There. The light made a body floating over to his right take shape in the water.

It had to be Brittany. He jumped that direction and caught her by her jacket just as the current jerked her toward open water. A screech came from the water’s edge, but he didn’t have time to look and see what was going on. He put all of his weight against the undertow that shouldn’t be there, keeping Brittany in place but not making any progress back toward the beach.

A crash of a body hitting the water behind him sent a shock of relief to his toes. Jenna’s grandpa was beside him in a flash, grabbing onto Brittany’s limp body. Together they kept her head above the water, pulling her back toward shore.

They spilled out onto the sand and he laid Brittany out. 

“Is she breathing?” Brian shoved him out of the way, sliding under her head, cradling her. 

“Nice strong breathing,” Evan said. He looked up to catch Thomas’ eyes.

“Jenna?” Thomas asked.

Evan turned to look out at the water, and Thomas dropped to the sand beside him.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

The water had always been her refuge. A place to hide when her parents fought. When her brother had one of his days. But the peace of the water at the moment… it was like nothing she’d ever felt before.

Now it felt… quiet. Even her normally chaotic brain couldn’t get through the fog, the stream of thoughts always there, but far in the background right now.

How long had she been underwater? Too long, right?

The strange light radiating from her body showed a path ahead of her along the sea floor. She looked up, her hair floating across her face. She was at least twenty feet under, walking the ocean floor, but her ears didn’t pop and the normal crush of the depths wasn’t there.

Something flitted by, but she hardly took note. 

The call. The call was all she could think about.

One foot in front of the other, and she stayed on the bottom without trying. The sea floor dropped sharply, and after only a few more steps she couldn’t see the surface anymore.

She should be freaking out. Trying to swim, trying to go back. But she wasn’t, and she didn’t know why.

Actually, she did. The song the monster sang every night. Tonight, it was in her head. Coaxing her out into the depths.

The sky was completely gone. Whether enough time had passed that the sun had sunk beneath the horizon, or she was so deep she couldn’t see anything above at this point, she couldn’t tell.

The strange light illuminating her path didn’t waver. She marveled for just a second, but then the thought faded like the rest.

A face drifted up from a deep channel in front of her. The sea monster. It stared into her eyes, its head far taller than her entire body.

“Your sea monster.” Its voice manifested in her head, deep and mellow. 

My sea monster? What’s that supposed to mean? She felt the first trickle of fear. Ridiculous that it had taken this long. What was going on?

It stared into her eyes, and an image flew through her mind. The strange birthmark on her thigh was there, but instead of on skin, it was on the outside of an egg shell, the egg brilliant blue, the color of sunlight from below water.

“We were connected, before either of us were born. But this is long enough for your first time. You must return to the surface.” He broke eye contact and turned to leave.

Wait! I have to know. Why the chopper? How could you just kill someone like that?

He paused but didn’t turn back. “It wasn’t me. I was here to warn you, but I failed.”

When will I see you again?

This time he did turn, and he nearly trembled in excitement, like a puppy waiting for its best friend. “As soon as possible. As soon as he is gone.” He used this giant head to gently shove her toward the surface. 

And then he disappeared. 

“Wait! What do I call you? Who is he?”

There was no answer. The water started to crush down on her. For the first time since she’d gone below the surface, her lungs noticed that they hadn’t been breathing for far too long.

Her feet left the sea floor, and the weightlessness of being in the water came back as strong as it was supposed to be. She clawed her way toward the surface, lungs burning, ears popping, the pressure of the water holding her down.

The guiding light was gone. It took her a moment, and yet an eternity, but finally she burst into the air, the surface choppy.

She coughed up water. Yelling drifted across the water, barely audible over the sound of the waves. She turned in place until she could focus on the sound. 

There. A light on the hill. Her grandfather’s shack. 

She took a stroke in that direction, but her muscles burned, her body trembling in exhaustion. How long had she been underwater?

She shivered, the cold just breaking through her fatigue. Something brushed against her leg and she panicked, letting out a short shriek.

Normally nothing in the water could scare her. But tonight wasn’t a normal night.

The shouting doubled in strength. Those on the shore must have heard her. She paddled in their direction, straining to keep her head above the water.

A splash came from somewhere, making Jenna jerk violently, looking for the source. Somewhere toward the shoreline. Nothing dangerous should be coming from that direction.

Tears warmed her cheeks as she struggled forward. Meeting the creature had been the most amazing thing to ever to happen to her. But at this moment, she could hardly make herself care.

She slipped under the water for a moment, fighting back to the surface. She’d swallowed too much water on her ascent from the depths. Her lungs burned, and she couldn’t get a real breath.

Something fluttered near her, and she tried to scream. 

“It’s okay. It’s just me,” a voice said. She didn’t recognize it over the screaming in her head, but it didn’t matter at the moment. It was human, coming to her through her ears, not mind.

“Here!” She went under and popped back up, sputtering. “Help!”

She only got a glimpse of who it was before going under again. Evan. 

He jerked her back to the surface and flipped her on her back. 

Near panic made her struggle, but her attempts were feeble at best.

“I’m here to help, stop!” He sounded breathless. The waves battered at them as he tugged her toward shore. Waves far bigger than the wind warranted. 

Finally the water was shallow enough that he could stand. She stretched for the bottom, but it was out of reach.

“Jenna!” Thick arms pulled her away from Evan. Thomas pulled her in close. “Jenna, speak to me!”

“I’m okay, Grandpa.” She made it through the sentence before breaking into a coughing fit.

“What happened?” Brittany asked, shoving Evan out of the way and hugging Jenna, even though Thomas still had a hold of her. 

A hazy memory of Brittany holding her back and then slipping under the water hit her. “I am so sorry!” Her eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t know what I was doing, I promise!”

Brittany flapped her hand. “Of course you didn’t. But what happened once you disappeared? I was so afraid you’d died!”

“No, not dead.” She looked out over the water. Not dead, but didn’t have an explanation. She patted her grandpa’s arm and he slowly let her feet drop to the sand, keeping his arm under hers until he saw that she could stand.

Evan stepped in front of Brittany. “We need to talk.”

“Not now, you ingrate,” Brittany growled. “Give her a chance to breathe. You didn’t even ask if she’s okay or not.”

“It’s fine, Brittany,” Jenna said. “I can handle him.” She looked over at Evan. He’d come into the water for her, knowing full well what was under the waves.

They’d come full circle. She’d saved Evan, and then he’d repaid the favor. 

She turned to stare out over the water. The creature would be back. She could feel it. They were connected somehow, and he needed her as much as she wanted to get to know him.

If Evan, Brittany, and Brian could keep their mouths shut. Or if they couldn’t, no one believed their story. And who would?

Evan moved over to stand beside her. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Fine.”

He didn’t look at her, just followed her gaze out over the waves. “I need you to tell me exactly what you know about that thing. It’s dangerous.”

Her gaze whipped to his face, and she shoved her hair out of her eyes so she could glare. “He didn’t do it. Something else did.”

“I don’t know what happened to you down there, but I’m sorry. I can hardly believe there’s one of those things out there, let alone ‘something else.’ As soon as I can get back here with the right weapons, the creature is going to die.” He looked her in the eyes. “How you could want anything else after seeing what happened to the chopper…” he stopped himself, before shifting subjects. “And how are you so certain? Did you see it?”

She didn’t answer.

“You did, didn’t you? Where was it going when it left? How big is it under the surface? Do you have any idea what it was?”

“I’m not telling you any of that. Not until I know you’re going after the right creature.”

A muscle in his jaw jumped as he glared down at her for a moment, everyone behind them silent as they dueled with their eyes. Finally he looked away. “Goodbye, Jenna. Stay out of the water.” And he walked away.

She watched him go until Brian and Brittany shuffled in close.

“Now that he’s gone,” Brian took her hand and started rubbing it between his. It wasn’t until then that she noticed herself shivering. “Tell us what happened.”

“I’m not sure what happened,” Jenna said. She checked the water one more time. Nothing. “But I’m going to find out.”

 

To Be Continued…
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Chapter One

Evangeline plucked the stiff bristled brush out of the timber bucket beside her and shook off the excess water. Her fingers ached, but she ignored the pain as she scrubbed the brush over the marble tile directly in front of her. Then she returned the brush to the bucket and pulled a rag out of the woven sash tied around her waist to dry and polish the tile she had scrubbed clean. Two hundred and seventy-three tiles done, and only one hundred and twenty-seven to go before the grand foyer of Mistvale Castle was clean.

Not that completing her task would mean Evangeline got a break. After this she had to race to her room to change into a white tunic and then line up outside the double doors leading into the castle’s dining room. She and the other candidates had to be in place before the mages and their current apprentices emerged from their chambers or she’d be barred from entering the dining hall once they had eaten their fill.

Evangeline’s stomach lurched at the thought of missing another meal. She had gone hungry many times in the six months since she had qualified as a candidate for the Mistvale Mage Scholarship.

Her ability to find edible plants and berries helped assuage her hunger only if she was given time to forage in the forest surrounding the castle. The bulk of the duties the mages assigned to Evangeline and the other candidates kept them indoors, so she would have to wait until the evening meal for a chance to eat if she missed breakfast.

No.

She would not be late.

Never pausing longer than a breath, Evangeline scrubbed the tiles clean, counting down each one. A tingling in her body signalled dawn was nearing as she clambered to her feet, and she choked down a groan as her muscles protested being in one position for so long. She didn’t dare use the mana inherent in the rising sun to ease her aches. It was forbidden for candidates to use magic unless they had been instructed to do so by one of the mages. Even then, she and the others must do exactly what they were told, and none of it included making themselves feel better.

Careful not to spill a drop of dirty water and mar the now pristine tiles, Evangeline picked up the bucket and headed to the scullery to empty it down the drain. Then she set the bucket and the brush and rags down to dry ready for the next day. Her chore complete, she hurried along the narrow hall that led to the equally narrow stairwell leading to the servants’ quarters, ears twitching as she listened for her fellow candidates. Like her, they would be hurrying to complete their tasks, change into their tunics, and make themselves presentable before heading to the dining hall for inspection.

Evangeline’s chamber was closest to the stairs, but before she opened the door she checked the small leaf she had carved into the wooden door frame beside the latch. There were no locks in the servants’ quarters, so the simple charm was the only way she had for knowing if someone had been in her chamber. Created before the order had been given that candidates were not to use their mana unless instructed, the leaf charm would glow for her eyes only if it had been activated.

On this occasion, it remained dormant so there was less chance of encountering sabotage intent on making her late for inspection. One of her rivals could have reset the charm after triggering it but, unless they were then able to hide the use of their mana from the mages, which would earn them worse punishment than a missed meal.

Depending on the mood of the mage who discovered their infraction, it could see them sent home with no hope of being accepted as an apprentice once their year of service was up.

A year of unpaid labour. Of being at the beck and call of the mages and their current apprentices. Of being cut off from her family and friends and forced to live by her wits as she vied with eleven other candidates for a full scholarship to the most prestigious mage school in all of Elleridel.

To fail would mean returning to her village with all hope of becoming a mage lost as she would be too old to try for the next scholarship in four years’ time. She would never be able to free her family from the hardship that came with eking out a living in Elleridel’s forest. A living centred around producing enough daeberries to not only meet their tithe to King Lucian but to fill their bellies and enable trade with other villagers for goods and services so desperately needed for their survival.

Evangeline brushed thoughts of failure aside as she entered her chamber and stripped off her stained work dress, hanging it on a hook behind the door ready for the next day. Goose bumps dotted her skin as she sidled around the end of her bed and stood in front of a plain wooden dresser. The bed and the dresser were the only pieces of furniture in the room, and there were no rugs to stop the chill of the floor from seeping through the soles of her thin sandals.

She poured water from a chipped pitcher on top of the dresser into a matching bowl, the pattern long since faded on both. Shivers swept over her as she splashed some of the water over her face and washed her body as best she could with the nub that was all that remained of the soap she had brought with her. Once she was clean and dried, she donned the pristine white tunic that marked her as a candidate. After she pulled and twisted her hair into a tight bun, Evangeline surveyed her reflection in the mirror set on top of the dresser to make sure not a single strand was out of place.

It was bad enough that her green hair marked her as a forest elf; to appear before the mages in a less than perfect state would make her stick out even more. No forest elf had won a place at Mistvale Castle for seven hundred years. Evangeline was determined to be the first.

With a deep breath, she turned away from the mirror and hurried to the door. As she stepped into the hallway, she heard her fellow candidates getting ready for inspection after completing their chores. She did not wait for any of them to join her before hurrying down the stairs and through the scullery, heading for the dining hall. She hadn’t given up precious sleep to let one of them take first place in the line-up.

Being closest to the dining hall meant she was the one to be hit with the tantalising aromas as the mages and apprentices enjoyed their breakfast, the wait torturing her empty stomach. But it also meant she would have first pick of the leftovers, ensuring she would not have to eat the worst of the scraps.

As she took her place to the left of the closed dining hall doors, Evangeline’s mouth salivated at the thought of platters piled high with rich and delicate pastries, pitchers of hot and spicy mulled wine and caffe. None of the food or drinks would be hot when she got to taste them, but they were still worth waking early and having her task completed before dawn.

She garnered a black look from Elias when he arrived moments later and took up position beside her. Of all the candidates, he had been first in line the most times in the past six months, and this was the third day in a row that she had beaten him. But she would not let the thought of what revenge he might seek distract her, keeping her back straight and her gaze focused on the sumptuous spiral staircase that the mages would soon be descending.

All twelve candidates were present when Evangeline heard the first footsteps on the stairs. Chin raised, head high, she watched as the four mages descended in order of their prominence. Behind them came the apprentices ranked according to the position of the mage they served, with the last elf to win a scholarship at the very end.

The mages didn’t spare the candidates a glance as the double doors into the dining hall opened. But that did not mean they were unaware of their presence. If any of the candidates were deemed not to be suitably attired, the mages would have stopped to harry the culprit. Though thankful no one earned the ire of the mages, as that would lead to closer scrutiny of the rest of them, Evangeline did not dare relax her rigid stance. Not until the apprentices had followed the mages inside.

Mouths thinned into lines of distaste, the fourth-year apprentices eyed the candidates, the highest ranked among them saving his blackest look for Evangeline as he swept past her.

Dressed in a rich velvet robe embroidered in what was probably silver thread, Tobias Ravenshield was the epitome of a modern elf. Born into a prestigious family and raised at King Lucian’s court, he had never hidden his disdain of forest elves. With Evangeline the only candidate who fitted that description, she bore the brunt of his displeasure. Tobias was not alone in looking down on her. Even the last scholarship winner considered her to be far beneath him in status, given that his family resided in the capital.

Not that she cared what any of them thought of her.

She was there to win the scholarship and to begin the four years of mage training the following year. After that she would be required to act as a junior mage for four years, in service to whichever city she was assigned. Once she had completed her service, and taken up the full mantle of mage, she would be able to release her family from the hardship and stigma that came with being born into a forest clan. While Tobias and the others would no doubt continue to hone their craft with guidance from experienced court or city mages, Evangeline would return to the forest, ensure bountiful harvests and secure the future of her clan.

As she stood vigil outside the dining hall, Evangeline let thoughts of the future distract her from the delicious scents wafting through the open doors. She would be able to assuage her hunger soon enough. One thing in their favour; the mages did not linger at the table once they had eaten their fill. Within an hour the mages and their apprentices came trooping out, ascending the staircase as they headed for the tower set aside for training.

When Tobias sauntered past Evangeline he leaned in, voice lowered as he said, ‘You do not belong here, forest girl. You belong outside with the other wild creatures.’

Evangeline did not blink; did not react. As insults went, this was one tame. Besides, she was used to him taunting her, as if he made it his mission to provoke a response that would see her banned from entering the dining hall and breaking her fast. She had learned her lesson in the first month, using her anger at the slurs he and the other apprentices flung at her as fuel for her determination to prove them wrong.

She would not break.

Once Tobias and the others had ascended the spiral staircase, Evangeline led her fellow candidates into the dining room and took her seat. With the castle’s major domo watching on, she silently selected two pastries filled with minced daeberries and a mug of lukewarm caffe. Unlike Elias, who was next in line, she never took more than her fair share. Not that any of the other candidates showed appreciation for her restraint.

Though she ate quickly, she savoured each bite of the pastries, the tartness of the daeberries reminding her of home. These berries were probably harvested from her family’s crops, and she could visualise her parents and younger siblings as they plucked each one with care not to bruise the delicate fruit. It was a slow and painstaking process, and her clan spent many hours in the orchard each day to ensure the fruit that was sent to market was of the finest quality.

But that would all change once she was a mage. She would be able to employ another clan to harvest the berries, freeing her parents from their endless toil and ensuring her siblings would be free to choose their own paths.

To do that, she had to survive the coming challenge, that would see half of the candidates lose all hope of attaining the coveted scholarship and sent home in disgrace.

No matter what it took, she would not be one of them.


Chapter Two

With breakfast eaten, Evangeline led her fellow candidates back outside, to where the four mages waited for them. The apprentices were nowhere to be seen, though the wash of energy rippling over her skin told her they were using their mana to cast spells. All living beings contained mana, but only a select few were able to harness it to work magic. Even fewer were able to draw from the mana that existed within the elements.

The mana the apprentices wielded called to her, inviting her to immerse herself in it, to bend it to her will. But to do so would bring down the ire of the mages. She forced down the urge and focused on the mages, waiting for the most powerful of them, Jasen Stormlake, to explain the terms of the coming challenge.

‘There are six objects, one for each element, hidden in Tallebraith Forest. You are to find one of these objects and bring it back. Return without an object and you lose your place at Mistvale.’

Panic swirled throughout Evangeline’s body at his words.

Six objects.

Twelve candidates.

Six of them would be sent home in disgrace by the end of the day, their dream of becoming a mage in tatters. This challenge would be hard fought.

‘The challenge begins at the striking of the hour. Make the most of it,’ said Mage Stormlake. He clapped his hands three times, signally that the candidates could leave to begin their preparations.

Evangeline gave a low bow before moving off, her pace swift but not hurried as she returned to her chamber. There she changed into the outfit she had worn when she arrived at the castle, the style and fabric of the woven dress as much an indicator of her lowly status as a forest elf as her green hair. But it couldn’t be helped. Traipsing through a forest in her candidate tunic risked marring the white garment. She would be hard pressed to get it back to its pristine condition before having to present herself to the mages once she found one of the elemental objects.

She would find one. She had to.

After slipping on her old boots, the green leather produced from the tough leaves that grew on the daeberry trees, she headed for the door.

The handle did not turn.

Impossible. There was no lock to hold it closed.

Evangeline placed her palm flat against the door, feeling the grain of the wood beneath her hands and opening herself up to it. She could not sense a magical impediment, but still, the door would not open. Whichever one of her fellow candidates had locked her in would not have risked being caught out using their mana. Mundane means would have been applied. But knowing that didn’t help her get free. She couldn’t use her own mana to remove the blockage, so that left only one avenue of escape.

With a mumbled curse, Evangeline skirted the end of the bed and stepped over to the tiny casement window. The hinges creaked as she pushed it open and stuck her head out. Her stomach clenched as she eyed the steep drop to the cobblestoned courtyard below her room. Not giving herself time to contemplate what would happen if she slipped, she clambered onto the narrow sill and pulled her body out of the window.

It was lucky she was small for her seventeen years. An elf like Elias would have been hard pressed to squeeze himself through the narrow aperture. Refusing to look down, Evangeline clung to the stone blocks, her supple boots and fingertips finding purchase in the tiniest of gaps as she slowly made her way down the side of the castle wall. Sweat stung her eyes, but she couldn’t risk sparing a hand to wipe it away. Instead, she closed her eyes and focused on the climb.

Her arms and legs were trembling when she finally reached the courtyard. But she ignored her discomfort as she hurried to the archway that led to the castle gardens. From there she found her way to the solarium, and back into the castle itself. The ground floor of the castle was a rabbit warren of rooms and hallways, and she took several wrong turns and had to backtrack as she made her way to the kitchens. She picked up her pace, ignoring the cries of outrage as she shoved past the kitchen staff to reach the back door. It was barred with a heavy timber beam, and she struggled to lift it.

Breath held, fingers aching, she lifted the beam out of the brass cradle and set it aside. Relief made her dizzy as she pushed the door open and stepped outside.

Dozens of regular servants in Mistvale livery bustled about, none of them paying Evangeline any notice as she strode into their midst, making for the stables on the other side of the arena. This was the last obstacle she had to navigate, and she wasted no time skirting them to step out on the wide swathe of lawn behind them. Beyond the lawn lay Tallebraith Forest, wild and untamed. Waves of mana washed over her skin as she drew closer. This forest was nothing like the cultivated one where her clan lived. She would be hard pressed to recognise the call of the elemental objects the mages had hidden in the hum of mana.

Elias emerged from the forest a short distance to her left, a wide grin on his face when he saw her. He carried a small bundle wrapped in cloth and as he got farther away from the tree-line she could tell it was embedded with Fire mana.

‘You’re too late,’ he called out to her. ‘You can’t hope to catch up to the others now.’

Evangeline scowled at him but didn’t deign to answer. She needed all her breath and her wits to find one of the five remaining objects. Even as she had the thought, another candidate jogged out of the forest holding one of the objects, the mana swirling from it reminiscent of storms. That left four to find, and ten candidates searching. The odds were not good. She held to the hope that her experience growing up in a forest and her affinity for Earth mana would aid her.

None of the other candidates was as strong as her. Even if they had been, they were unlikely to have focused on training their senses given it was considered to be the lowest of all forms of mana. Most of them concentrated on the flashier mana like Fire and Spirit or the manipulation of the weather. Evangeline herself spent most of her allotted training time seeking to gain control of the weather, considering it to be the most useful in improving the fortunes of her clan. But she had been raised in a forest and had soaked up seventeen years of Earth mana. It came naturally to her, and she would use that to her advantage now.

As she stepped farther into Tallebraith Forest, she reeled as the raw power it contained washed over her. As wild and untamed as the forest itself, the mana ran riot, setting her pulse racing. The urge to let go of her control, to allow her own mana to run free hit and she dug her nails into her palms to stave it off. She could not give in. The mages would test each successful candidate to see if they had broken the rules when they presented with the object. She had come too far, farther than any forest elf in generations, to throw it all away on a momentary thrill.

With deep breaths, Evangeline centred herself, blocking out the call of the forest’s mana to focus on anything that did not belong. She ran her hands over the trunks of the trees and leaves on the bushes she passed, sifting through her impressions. This was the skill that would see her through.

Only, her heart sank at what she found.

Of the four sparks of discordant mana that she detected, three were on the move, all of them near the edge of the tree-line as the candidates who had been triumphant headed back to present their finds to the mages. That left one spark that had not been found by the others. One last chance to avoid elimination.

She had to get to it before any of the six remaining candidates discovered it.

Unheeding of the branches catching on her hair and clothes, Evangeline ran through the trees. Her bare arms stung from where she was scratched, but she ignored the pain. She was so close, the call of the hidden object sang through her body. She threaded her way through a crop of wild daeberry trees and entered a tiny clearing. In the centre, a jumble of twigs and dead leaves concealed the object she sought. She brushed the foliage aside and found a dragon carved out of emerald. The stone was as big as her palm and pulsed with an inner light when she scooped it up.

A grin broke free. She’d done it. She was safe from elimination.

Evangeline turned to retrace her steps back to the castle. A shadow flickered at the corner of her eye. A sharp blow to her temple set her reeling. She shook her head to clear it but was given no time. Her feet were swept out from under her, and she landed on her back, winded, gasping for breath.

Rough hands snatched the emerald dragon from her grasp.

‘No. That’s mine.’ Evangeline glared up at the candidate looming over her.

‘Not anymore.’ The candidate didn’t waste time arguing; he spun on his heels and barged through the trees.

Evangeline scrambled to her feet, anger fighting with dismay. If she couldn’t get the emerald dragon back she would be eliminated. The male elf was stronger than her, with longer legs. She would never be able to overtake him.

But she wouldn’t give up. Couldn’t. Not until there was no hope left.

She raced after the elf, following the path he made through the underbrush. Up ahead, she heard him cry out in pain, followed by a string of curses. Then came the sound of fighting and she forced herself to slow down. She crept up as silently as she could, grateful that her green clothing allowed her to blend into the trees.

The elf who had stolen the dragon from her was wrestling on the ground with another candidate. Evangeline ignored them both, instead searching for the emerald dragon.

There, at the base of a tree on the other side of the combatants.

She sidled through the forest; ears pricked for signs any of the other candidates were nearby. The two elves fought on as she made her way around them and kneeled down to snatch up the dragon. With luck the two of them would not realise she had reclaimed it until she was far away. She tucked the dragon down the front of her dress, leaving her hands free to pummel anyone who got in her way. She would not be caught unawares again.

A roar of outrage came from within the forest as Evangeline left the cover of the trees and sprinted across the lawn. She did not risk looking behind her. Doing so would only cause her to lose precious seconds. Heart thumping in her chest, she raced around the side of the castle, making for the grand entryway where the mages and their apprentices would be waiting.

Swift footsteps came from behind her and gave her the impetuous to increase her speed. Her feet slipped when she reached the pebble strewn driveway, but she quickly righted herself, gaze fixed on the mages in their sumptuous silk robes. They all had their arms crossed in front of their chests as they watched her approach. Their apprentices now arrayed behind them.

She didn’t waste breath on words as she skidded to a halt in front of Mage Stormlake and pulled the emerald dragon from her bodice.

Lips curled in disgust, Stormlake waved his hand and summoned Tobias forward. ‘Take it.’

Before Evangeline could hand Tobias the dragon, a roar came from behind her.

‘That’s mine. She stole it from me.’ It was the elf who had accosted her in the forest.

She spun to face him, blanching at the fury filling his blue eyes as he marched towards her, pebbles clattering beneath his boots.

Evangeline swallowed her fear and lifted her chin. ‘You’re the one who stole it. I found it first.’

His chest heaved as he raised his fist and held it in front of her face. ‘Liar. You don’t belong here. I won’t let you steal my place.’

‘Enough!’

At Mage Stormlake’s shout, Evangeline gripped the emerald dragon tightly and turned to face him. Would he accept the other elf’s word and force her to hand over the dragon, and eliminate her instead?


Chapter Three

Mage Stormlake’s brows lowered as he stared down at Evangeline. Her body tensed as she readied herself for the loss of everything she had worked for. Still frowning, the mage waved his hand.

‘The rules were clear. Return one of the objects to me or be eliminated.’ He shifted his attention to the elf who had accused Evangeline of stealing the emerald dragon. ‘Pack your bags. You and the other five who failed have one hour to leave the castle. Never return.’

The elf protested, but with another wave from Mage Stormlake, one that was accompanied by a rush of mana, the elf’s words cut off and he grasped his throat, chest heaving as he tried to suck in air. The elf fell to his knees in front of the mage, face pale, panic filling his eyes, mouth agape but no sound or air passing through. The mage turned away, and horror filled Evangeline. Was he going to let the elf die?

Mage Stormlake did not look back as he approached the elaborate doors into the castle’s main entrance. As the elf toppled forward, landing face down in the pebbles, the mage gave one final wave. Relief swamped Evangeline as the elf sucked in a breath. She went to assist him to rise, but he shoved her away as he lurched to his feet.

‘This is all your fault,’ he said, voice rasping as he stumbled towards the door, breathing laboured.

For a long moment, Evangeline remained where she was, her relief at escaping elimination tempered by the callous disregard Mage Stormlake had shown towards the other elf. She glanced back at the forest, letting the wild mana at its core soothe her spirit. Then she turned and headed inside.

Escaping elimination didn’t mean she and the remaining candidates got to relax. They still had chores to complete to cover the cost of their room and board while competing for the scholarship. She was thankful her work kept her out of the way as the eliminated candidates left the castle in disgrace. It was hard not to feel guilty because she had made it to the next round, and they hadn’t. She could have easily been one of them, having to face her clan as a failure after assuring them she would raise their fortunes once she became a mage.

With cleaning to occupy her hands if not her thoughts, the hours passed slowly. But eventually all the silverware in the dining hall was polished until it gleamed, and Evangeline could retreat to her room for a brief moment of rest while the mages and their apprentices enjoyed a leisurely lunch. There was no sign on the door of whatever had been used to trap her in her room, and the leaf charm was undisturbed. After scrubbing herself clean, she donned her candidate tunic and headed back to stand outside the dining hall. Elias had beaten her, but Evangeline was not bothered. This was the one time it did not matter who was first.

After the mages had eaten their fill, the candidates followed them to a warded room where one of the mages would instruct the candidates on the different schools of mana, and the first candidate in line was also the first to demonstrate their understanding of the lesson. With Elias and the others ahead of her, it would give her the opportunity to observe and learn before it was her turn. This was the only time Evangeline and the others were allowed to use their mana, and only to obey the mage teaching them.

After the lesson, it was time for the dinner meal, and she and the others were required to stand behind the chairs of the mages and apprentices as they dined, refilling goblets as required and standing to attention when not needed. Elias, as first in line at lunch, would stand behind Mage Stormlake. For arriving fourth, Evangeline would tend to Mage Tallsail, the only female mage among them. Not that being a woman made her soft. She was as hard a taskmaster as any of the others, but she was also fair. As long as Evangeline did her duty swiftly and correctly, she would not gain the mage’s displeasure.

The remaining two candidates would have to serve the apprentices, and she was thankful to be spared that task. Tobias Ravenshield was not the only apprentice who believed she did not belong there, and it would be worse now that the number of candidates catering to them had been reduced. She did not envy Hazel and Rueben having to deal with that while trying to keep a dozen goblets filled.

The time passed slowly as the mages conversed while they ate and sipped their wine, and Evangeline’s feet ached from standing in one place for so long. Finally the mages and their apprentices retired for the evening and she and the other candidates were excused. Not to rest though. They had to clean the dining hall before they would receive their evening meal. After the last dish had been put away, she collected her food and headed to the courtyard below her room, quickly slipping through the arch that led to the garden she had raced through earlier. It was soothing, to be in the garden, even if it was nothing like the forest she had grown up in. Here the flower beds and bushes were set out in neat lines, the gardeners meticulous in caring for the plants.

Evangeline didn’t sit on any of the ornamental benches dotted throughout the garden. Instead she edged her way through the bushes in one corner, to a tiny spot behind a large oak tree. Here, hidden from view and surrounded by nature, she could ground herself. She sat cross-legged in the rich soil and removed her sandals, needing to be in touch with the earth. A soft sigh escaped her lips as she closed her eyes and soaked in the peace.

Several moments later, she unwrapped the waxed paper covering her meal and ate the simple fare of coarse bread slathered in jam made from daeberries, a chunk of sharp cheese, and an apple. A far cry from the gourmet selection the mages had partaken of, or the rich pastries served at breakfast. Evangeline did not mind the plain meal. This was what she was accustomed to eating at home, though the jam her mother made was far nicer, using berries that had not been considered good enough to send as tithe to the king or trade to neighbouring clans.

Evangeline’s throat tightened at the memory of her mother stirring large pots of daeberries over a low fire, her green tipped hair twisted into a messy bun at the nape of her neck, humming as she worked her magic.

It was not magic like that Evangeline could produce with her mana, where she could coax a single daeberry to ripen and encourage pests to find other trees to snack on. This was the magic of experience, of years of testing and tasting to produce the finest jam. While the berries that went into the making of it might not have been good enough to sell, the jam fetched a high price in trade and was eagerly sought after, especially by the king. Once he’d realised that no one made better jam than Evelyn Brightberry, he had ordered an increase in the clan’s tithe. After that, there had never been as much for Evangeline and her family to enjoy, as what the king didn’t take was often needed as a trade item.

Some of the magic had left her mother’s eyes as she made each subsequent batch of jam, but the quality of her product never faltered. Evangeline feared the making of the jam would eventually become a chore her mother hated and determined to stop that from happening. Once she was a mage, and receiving a stipend from the crown, her mother would be able to employ others to make the jam for the king, and she would have to make jam for pleasure only, not necessity.

After she finished eating, Evangeline leaned against the trunk of the tree and closed her eyes, immersing herself in the solidness of its being, her mind travelling from the roots that dug into the soil all the way up to where birds roosted in the uppermost branches. Earth mana might not be considered as useful as being able to control fire or the weather, but it brought with it a measure of peace that was sorely lacking within the castle.

As the moon rose in the sky, Evangeline reluctantly crept out of her haven. It was time to return to her room for a few hours’ sleep.

She was halfway across the courtyard when a dark figure stepped in front of her.

Tobias’ blue eyes glittered with contempt as he looked her up and down. ‘I don’t know how you managed to get hold of one of the objects, but don’t think that means you will win a place here. Elias will make you regret even thinking about becoming a mage.’

Hands curled into fists at her sides, Evangeline bit down her retort and stepped around him. She could not afford to get into a shouting match with him, much as she wished to strip the bark from him.

His hand shot out and he gripped her wrist. ‘Don’t you walk away when I’m talking to you.’

She turned to face him, directing her gaze over his left shoulder, letting the sight of her tree haven soothe the anger building inside her. ‘As you wish.’

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his lips thin at her compliance. ‘When you are summoned to the tower tomorrow morn, I want you to tell Mage Stormlake that you withdraw your candidacy.’

Her gaze snapped to his, the resolve to not engage with him forgotten. ‘I will do no such thing. I have as much right to be here as Elias. I met all the criteria, passed all the tests. I will not stand down.’ In fact, she had tested higher than Elias, whose tests showed he had an affinity with Fire and Weather mana only. Evangeline had the potential to learn both forms of mana, though she had yet to access either of them, as well as her affinity to Earth mana. With training, she could become a master of all three.

Tobias’ eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. ‘None of that matters. Your kind do not belong here.’

Evangeline shook her head. ‘Why do you hate us so much? Without forest elves, there would be no food for you to eat, no materials to make the clothes you wear or the furniture you use.’

He loomed over her, his grip on her wrist tightening. ‘Leave Mistvale or you will regret it.’ Then he released her and stepped back.

Rubbing her wrist, Evangeline wasted no time in fleeing the courtyard, the sharp sting of tears in her eyes. It wasn’t fair. Forest elves were just as much a part of Elleridel as the ones raised in cities like Tobias and Elias. Yet everyone looked down on them. Not all elves displayed such open hatred for her kind as Tobias did, but they were treated little better than servants. It didn’t help that she was a servant at Mistvale, catering to the whims of Mage Stormlake and the others, forced to clean to pay for her keep. But once she won the scholarship that would all change. She would move from her tiny room in the servants’ quarters to the upper levels were all the mages and their apprentices resided.

Would Tobias still hate her then, when she became one of them and no longer had to act as a servant?

Not that it mattered if he did. He was on his last year as an apprentice. Soon after she took her place, he would face the mage trials. From what she had observed, he had a strong mastery of all aspects of his mana, so she couldn’t imagine he would fail. Then he would be able to return to the capital and continue his training with one of the court mages.

Evangeline wasn’t looking forward to that part of life as a new mage. But if moving to the city and being at the beck and call of a more experienced mage would gain her family the respect they deserved, then she would do it. At least then she would no longer act in a menial role and be able to visit her clan regularly. She had not seen them in the six months since she had been at Mistvale, and none of the couriers she had approached had been willing to deliver letters to them without payment.

For now she hurried to her room and once again cleaned herself with what cold water remained in her pitcher. Then she returned to the scullery to refill it from the well and to clean her candidate tunic. Once the tunic was hanging in front of the tiny window in her room to dry, she slipped under the rough spun blanket on her bed, wiggling until she found the most comfortable position she could on the lumpy and sagging mattress. Her entire body ached, and she longed for sleep, and yet she lay awake for far too long pondering the meaning of Tobias’ words.

Not the ones where he derided her.

He’d told her to renounce her candidacy for the scholarship when she was summoned to the tower in the morning. Other than the first day, where Mage Stormlake had tested her to see if she was capable of wielding mana, she had never been permitted to set foot on the staircase leading up to the tower let alone enter the tower itself.

Would the mages set another challenge so soon after the first?

There were only six months to go until her year of servitude was up. Six months to endure the slurs and contempt of Tobias and the other apprentices, and to ward off sabotage from Elias and her fellow candidates. If one or more of them were to be eliminated the following day, that would reduce the odds against her.

If she passed.


Chapter Four

After going over and over what the next day might bring, Evangeline managed to snatch only brief moments of sleep before her internal alarm told her it was time to wake. The rest of the castle was in darkness, dawn still hours away as she donned her cleaning clothes and headed downstairs to scrub the tiles in the grand entry. She was once again the first to line up outside the dining hall, arriving long before Elias emerged. But today he did not glare at her. Instead he bore an air of expectation as he stared at the staircase that led to the mages’ domain.

It seemed she was not the only one to know they would be summoned this day.

The other four candidates showed no sign they were aware of anything brewing. Had Tobias told Elias what was going to happen? While she had seen him sneer at the rest of the candidates, Evangeline could never remember seeing Tobias direct any of that at Elias. Was there a connection between them?

Evangeline eyed Elias out of the corner of her eye. Like Tobias, he had an affinity for Fire and WeatDragon Bondher mana, and there was a similarity in their appearance as well as the way they carried themselves. Both were tall with piercing blue eyes, and thick black hair. Even their names were similar, though Elias bore no clan name.

She sucked in a breath. Why hadn’t she seen it before? Elias came from the capital, the same as Tobias. They had to be related in some way. But if that was the case, why was Elias competing for the scholarship? From what she had overheard, Tobias came from a well- respected mage family. If Elias was a brother or cousin, surely his tuition would have been paid for?

The mages began their descent, pulling Evangeline’s attention away from the puzzle her fellow candidate offered. For whatever reason Elias sought a scholarship, his being related to Tobias would not deter her from doing her best to beat him. Still, she watched to see if there was any hint in Tobias’ manner as he walked past them to show he had more than a passing interest in the elf beside her. All he did was shoot her a dark glare, the fierce look in his blue gaze promising retribution if she did not do as he had demanded the evening before.

 It was not until the mages were leaving the dining hall after breakfast, that Mage Stormlake stopped and addressed the candidates.

‘Follow,’ he said, and then he strode off towards the staircase.

Evangeline’s stomach grumbled at the realisation she and the other candidates were not being given the opportunity to break their fast. Her mouth had been salivating at the smells coming from the dining room while the mages and apprentices had eaten their fill. Still, she took her place behind the last apprentice without protest.

Nerves sang though her body as she ascended the spiral staircase. They continued past the first landing with hallways to either side leading to sumptuous private suites for each mage. The floor above that contained much smaller suites for the apprentices. Mage Stormlake continued upwards, towards the floor with warded training rooms where he and the other mages worked with their apprentices. But still he continued upwards.

Excitement coiled through Evangeline as she realised he was taking them into the tower itself. According to the permanent castle servants, this area was off limits to anyone but the mages and the servants who catered to them, except by invitation. The tower was where the real magic took place, where the mages worked to ensure Elleridel prospered.

The landing for this floor was much smaller than the others, with a narrow hallway leading off it. But to her surprise, Mage Stormlake continued onto the next set of stairs.

A strong pull to the hallway on her left hit Evangeline, and she stumbled. Elias jostled her side as he slipped past her, followed by the other candidates. She moved to follow them, to reclaim her position in the lead, but the urge to explore the hallway and discover what was calling to her was so strong she froze mid-step.

Tobias appeared at her side. ‘Get moving,’ he whispered as he glared at her, ‘and remember what I told you.’

Evangeline still felt the strong urge to explore the hallway, but she shook it off, her anger at Tobias’s ridiculous demand fuelling her determination as she hurried to catch up to Mage Stormlake and the others. She caught up with them as the candidates were ushered into a room at the very top of tower. The circular walls were covered in shelves crammed with scrolls, while a large round table filled the centre of the room. The conical ceiling was made of glass, allowing natural light to stream into the room.

Evangeline didn’t think it was an accident that Mage Stormlake stood within a beam of sunlight on the other side of the table, one hand resting on the backrest of the high-backed timber chair in front of him as he surveyed the candidates. The sun set his blond hair gleaming and emphasised the gold thread embroidered on his robe.

He cleared his throat and fixed them with a hard stare. ‘You will be given one hour after the evening meal each day to study these spells.’ He waved his hand at the scrolls. ‘At the end of the third lunar cycle you will be asked to perform one of the spells. You will be judged on the difficulty and execution of your chosen spell, and the candidate with the lowest score will be eliminated. I suggest you choose wisely.’

With a sharp nod, the candidates were dismissed, and they silently trudged back downstairs. While Evangeline’s stomach was pleased they were finally able to eat, her mind was racing as she tried to think of a spell that fitted Stormlake’s requirements. Earth mana came easier to her, but to impress the mages she would need to work with Fire or Weather. It was something she had never done before. Elias had, and from the smirks on their faces so had the others. She would be at a disadvantage leading into this new challenge.

After the meal, and with no challenge set, Evangeline and the other candidates headed off to complete their chores. The chores of the six candidates who had been eliminated were now relegated to the castle servants. At the end of the day, after she had once again served Mage Tallsail during the evening meal, it was an effort to keep her eyes open. She forced down a yawn as she collected her evening meal and scoffed it down. There was no time to head to her garden haven, and her legs protested as she began the long climb up to the mage tower.

The pull to the left hallway at the landing below the library again called to her, but she was hemmed in by the other candidates and was swept up the last set of stairs.

Tobias waited outside the library, using a heavy brass key to unlock the door. ‘You have one hour,’ he said brusquely. ‘Make the most of it.’

He then caught Elias’ gaze and nodded toward one section of shelves. Elias gave a slow nod and immediately headed that way. With a deep breath, Evangeline followed. As expected, Elias glared at her, but she ignored his ire and scanned the brass plates on the shelf below each scroll, running her gaze over the name. Whispering Fire. Glittering Fire. Cold Fire. They were all Fire spells, the most powerful of the schools of mana.

Elias jostled Evangeline as he plucked one of the scrolls from the shelf above her head and then took it to the table. The other four candidates had also quickly grabbed a scroll. Conscious of time running out, she grabbed the Cold Fire scroll and retreated to the table. She took a seat on the opposite side of the table to the others and unrolled the scroll. She scanned the neatly inscribed words, to see if this was a spell that would gain the approval of Mage Stormlake and the other mages. Her hope plummeted when she realised it was merely a stronger version of the spell used to create elflight, a ball of Fire mana used to light one’s way. This would never gain her the approval of Stormlake or the other mages.

Tobias kept watch on them from a position by the door, and at the end of the hour he ordered them to roll the scrolls up neatly and put them back on the shelf. Evangeline caught sight of the name plate for the spell Elias had chosen. Eternal Fire.

Her eyes widened. He had chosen the most powerful and difficult Fire spell there was. If he could pull it off, he would guarantee himself a spot in the next round. Cold Fire would seem puny in comparison. The next evening she would see if there was a better spell she could choose to study.

As they were marched down the narrow corridor towards the stairs, Evangeline again experienced the pull to the hallway on the landing below the library. It was an unremarkable hallway, with nothing to distinguish it from another, but the urge to step out of line and head down it was so strong, she had to clench her hands into fists to distract herself.

Hours later, as she lay on the hard mattress in her small room, she could still feel the pull of the hallway. It was impossible to sleep, to ease the tension in her body. With a deep sigh, she shoved back the thin covers and got out of bed. Barefoot, the cold stone floor making her shiver, she left her room and headed downstairs to the door behind the scullery. If she couldn’t sleep she could at least spend some time in her garden haven. Only, instead of taking the door that would eventually lead her outside, Evangeline found her steps leading her farther into the castle. The world around her was hazy, and her feet barely touched the ground, as if she were floating in a dream.

Soon she stood at the base of the staircase, looking up. An image appeared in her mind, and she saw herself walking down the hallway that called to her until she found a plain door with a large brass lock on it. Without conscious thought, she lifted her foot and took the first step. After that her pace sped up. There was no sign or sound to indicate anyone was nearby to catch her. It was the middle of the night, and everyone else tucked up in their beds, as she should be.

A thrill swept through her as she took the first step down the intriguing hallway, and when she reached a door just like the one she had imagined, she held her breath as she reached out to twist the doorknob, sure it would be locked.

It turned, and a faint click came as the latch disengaged.

Evangeline swung the door open but hesitated to step over the threshold.

The room was in darkness, but as she stood there a faint light began to glow, a glow that steadily increased until Evangeline could see a pale grey orb resting on top of a timber bench. As she stepped fully into the room, the orb’s glow pulsated softly. She moved closer and saw thin wires covering the orb in a lattice pattern.

No.

It wasn’t an orb. It was an egg, though it was bigger than any she had seen before. Bigger than her head.

The egg was a mottled grey, darker in places, and she stretched out one hand to touch it, to trace the patterns in the shell with her fingertip. A tingle swept through Evangeline’s finger. It was coming from the egg as the glow brightened so much she had to look away. The tingle increased, spreading through Evangeline’s arm and the rest of her body.

She was dimly aware of voices coming from behind her but couldn’t turn to see who was there. She couldn’t move as the sensation washing through her body kept her fingertip glued to the egg. She got a sense of life, the thud, thud, thud, of a pulse coming from within the egg, a pulse that beat in tandem with hers.


Chapter Five

A heavy blow to her shoulder knocked Evangeline sideways, tearing her hand free from the egg. She fell to her knees, brushing hair out of her eyes as she looked up at the irate face of Mage Stormlake, with Mage Tallsail and Tobias at his back.

‘How dare you trespass! I will see you flogged and thrown out of Mistvale for this.’ Stormlake loomed over her, and she shrank back. He bent, grabbed her arm and then dragged her towards the door.

‘Jasen, wait.’ Tallsail stepped in front of Stormlake. ‘Look at the egg.’

He turned and cursed as he shook Evangeline. ‘What did you do to it?’

He tightened his grip on her arm and she held back a cry. ‘I just touched it. I swear.’

‘Then why is it now green?’

Evangeline’s eyes widened. ‘What?’ With her arm still gripped by Stormlake, it was awkward to twist around to stare at the egg. The glow it emitted was paler than before, but there was no mistaking it had taken on a greenish hue. The mage pulled her to her feet and dragged her closer to the egg. The green glow brightened. Then he pulled Evangeline back towards the door and the glow dimmed.

‘She’s bonded with it.’ Tallsail’s voice was threaded with amazement.

‘Impossible. Even if a dragon could form a bond with another being, it is in stasis.’ Stormlake let go of Evangeline’s arm and she slumped to the ground as he stepped closer to the egg and placed his palms against it.

The green glow vanished, and the egg returned to its former grey colour.

The dragon egg.

There had been no dragons in Elleridel for decades, not since the Great War that had seen half the forests burned. The dragons had been driven out by the mages and used the Nexus to return to their home world, Aldraconia. This was long before Evangeline had been born, but she has heard numerous stories of how terrible it had been, the sky filled with dragons and the immense fires they caused in their efforts to destroy the elven race so they could claim Elleridel for themselves.

There had been no one guarding the Nexus, the way between worlds, back then, so dragons and others bent on conquering worlds had found it easy to invade. Many worlds had fallen or been enslaved before the Guardians, a force comprising elite soldiers from each world, formed and put an end to the dragons’ tyranny. This was part of the history lessons all elves received, but with the forests restored and dragons banished, it was little more than a tale. No dragon had ever set claw or wing in Elleridel since then, so how had a dragon egg come to be here at Mistvale Castle?

None of it made sense, and as Stormlake turned to look at Evangeline with a look of speculation in his pale blue eyes, she was sure she would not like whatever was going to happen next.

‘Get her out of here,’ said Stormlake, waving to Tobias. ‘Take her to the library. I’ll deal with her later.’ He then turned to face the dragon egg; hands raised above but not touching it.

The egg’s grey colour deepened, and fear set Evangeline’s stomach lurching. It was not her fear. This was coming from the dragon inside the egg. The urge to launch herself at Stormlake, to push him away from the egg, swamped her. Evangeline scrambled to her feet to obey the protective instincts.

A strong hand gripped her upper arm and pulled her backwards. She twisted her body, struggling to break free, but Tobias tightened his grip, and she was pulled out of the room, the door slamming closed behind her.

He spun her to face him, his features set in a hard glare as he shifted his grip to her forearm. Then he dragged her down the corridor towards the stairs that led up to the spell library.

‘Please, let me go. I have to help her.’ Shudders swept through her body, tears streaming down her face as the unborn dragon’s pain and terror hit her in waves. ‘He’s hurting her.’

Tobias didn’t acknowledge her plea in any way, inexorably pulling her to the door of the library. It wasn’t until Mage Tallsail stepped around Evangeline to unlock the door that she realised the mage had followed them. Maybe, she would listen to her pleas and stop Stormlake from hurting the unborn dragon.

Another surge of terror hit Evangeline as Tobias shoved her through the doorway, and she doubled over, chest heaving, breath coming in gasps. She had to stop this. She straightened up as Tobias closed the door and stood in front of it, blocking any escape. Evangeline ignored him, focusing on Tallsail.

The mage’s eyes were narrowed, her lips pursed. ‘How do you know it’s a female?’

Evangeline wiped tears from her eyes. ‘I don’t know. I just do. Same as I know that whatever Mage Stormlake is doing is hurting her.’ She clasped shaking hands in front of her chest. ‘Please, you have to make him stop. She is a sentient being. A baby, and not even hatched.’

A troubled look crossed Tallsail’s face. ‘This is for the good of our people. There have been reports of dragons attacking other worlds. By studying the egg, we can learn how to counter their magic before they once again set their gaze on Elleridel.’

‘What he is doing is not study, it’s torture, and breaks all moral and judicial law.’

Before Tallsail could answer, a knock came at the door, and Tobias stepped aside to allow Stormlake to enter the library.

‘Whatever she did to wake it from stasis does not appear to have caused any degradation in the spell preventing it from hatching,’ he told Tallsail. Then he turned to Evangeline. ‘You will tell us what spell you used to forge a bond with the dragonling.’

‘I didn’t do anything to it. I just touched it.’ She unclasped her hands and pointed one finger. ‘That’s all.’

‘How did you even know it was there?’ Unlike Stormlake’s clipped tone, Tallsail’s voice was curious.

‘I didn’t. Something drew me to it.’ She thought back to what had led to this moment and explained about the urge she’d had to head down the hall that led to the room the egg was in when they’d entered the tower earlier and how the urge had grown until she could no longer ignore it. ‘I didn’t mean to come here. I meant to go to the garden, to try to clear my head, but the pull was so strong. I couldn’t resist it.’

‘Do you still feel the pull to return to the egg now?’

Evangeline hesitated as she sifted through how she felt. The immediate terror and pain had faded since Stormlake had left the room where the egg resided, though it had not gone completely. ‘It’s different.’ Now the overriding impulse was to grab the egg and get as far away from Mistvale as she could, but she wasn’t sure if that was coming from her or the unborn dragon.

‘But you are still connected to it in some way, are you not? You said you could feel Mage Stormlake hurting it.’

Stormlake stiffened. ‘The bond is that strong?’ He stared at Evangeline for a long moment, and then a slow smile curved his lips. ‘Well then, you may prove useful after all.’

He spun to face Tobias. ‘Collect her things and place them in the room next to yours. Put a spell on her door so that only you or I can open it once she is inside. We will need to keep a close eye on her for the next few weeks.’

It was Evangeline’s turn to stiffen. She had been sure she would have been cast out of the castle and instead it looked like she was being given a room in the tower. Once that would have excited her, but now all it did was fill her with a sense of dread. The urge to grab the egg and flee was even stronger, and this time there was no doubt it was coming from Evangeline herself.

But there was no chance of escape. Tobias spun on his heel to obey Stormlake’s orders, while the mage gestured for Evangeline to take a seat at the table. Body trembling, sweat beading her upper lip, she did as requested; the ball of dread in her stomach growing as he and Tallsail sat opposite her.

‘Tell me exactly what happened from the moment you first felt the urge to go to the egg.’

With a deep breath, Evangeline went through the steps leading to her current predicament. Her eyes were heavy from lack of sleep, but her voice did not falter. Throughout her retelling, she was stopped by Stormlake on many occasions to go into further detail, while Tallsail sat listening intently. By the time the questions had stopped, Tobias had returned.

‘Take her to her room.’ Mage Stormlake did not even look at her as he gave the command.

Evangeline’s legs cramped as she stood, and she reeled before catching her balance. In silence, she followed Tobias down the hall and stairs that led to the floor the apprentices used. He led her to a door that was open and ushered her inside. He did not follow but remained in the doorway.

‘Please, Tobias, don’t do this. You must know what Mage Stormlake is doing is wrong. How can you stand by and watch him torture a helpless creature?’

‘Dragons are not helpless. They are killers. Thousands of our people died when they invaded. Mage Stormlake is studying the egg so he can protect us when they return.’

Evangeline flung out a hand. ‘That egg was not part of the war. She is innocent.’

Tobias’ brow was furrowed as he stared at her, and for a moment she thought she had got through to him. But then he shook his head.

‘If Elias loses the scholarship because of you, I’ll make your time here as miserable as I can. And don’t think that because I will be leaving at the end of the year that you will be safe. The rest of the apprentices will follow my orders so you will never have a moment’s peace.’ He slammed the door shut in her face and she felt energy surge through the air as he worked the spell to lock the door.

Evangeline’s spell work prior to entering Mistvale had focused on agricultural spells, and, given there were no locks on the doors in her clan’s holding, she had never learned one that would undo the spell Tobias had put on the door. With a sigh, she turned away and surveyed the room she had been locked in.

It was easily twice the size of her bedroom in the servants’ quarters, containing a large timber bed with blankets that looked soft and luxurious compared with the stiff sheet she had been using. There was a wardrobe to store her belongings in instead of hooks on the wall, and a small desk and chair in front of the room’s spacious window. Tobias had dumped her things on top of the desk, and habit had her hurrying over to grab the white tunic and brush out the creases. Then she hung it in the wardrobe, smoothing the soft fabric between her fingers before continuing her perusal of the room. There was a closed door beside the wardrobe and when she opened it she found a toilet and a small dresser with a basin inset into the top of it.

She twisted the tap over the basin, marvelling at the stream of clear water that emerged. There was even a crystal already imbued with a heating spell beside the basin, so she would not have to wash in cold water. There was no indoor plumbing in the servants’ quarters, and in the forest her clan made do with rainwater they collected in a tank and buckets of water drawn from the well and heated over the hearth.

Evangeline returned to the bedroom and put the rest of her belongings away before climbing into bed. It was even more comfortable that it looked, but instead of being lulled to sleep she lay awake staring at the ceiling. All this luxury had to come with a price. She dreaded having to face Elias and the other candidates in the morning. But worse was the question of how Mage Stormlake planned to use her connection to the unborn dragon.


Chapter Six

In the morning the locked door prevented Evangeline from attending her chores; not that she had the energy after spending most of the night tossing and turning. In the pale light of dawn, she dragged herself out of bed and changed into the clothes she’d worn when she first arrived at the castle. Then she bundled up the rest of her belongings and sat hunched on the bed to wait.

When the door finally opened, Tobias stood in the doorway.

She scrambled off the bed and grabbed her bundle. ‘I’m leaving. You can tell Mage Stormlake that I rescind my candidacy for the scholarship.’

His features were set in a grim cast as he tossed a bundle of fabric towards her. ‘That is no longer your decision to make. Hurry up and get changed. If you don’t, Mage Stormlake has commanded me to use whatever force is necessary to make you obey. Do not make me hurt you.’ He slammed the door shut before Evangeline could answer him.

She scrambled off the bed and scooped up the fabric, unravelling it to find the blue robe and tunic of an apprentice. Though her hands shook, she quickly changed into it and then headed to the door. Tobias stood in the hall, hands crossed in front of his chest and a glare in his eyes. Without saying a word, he spun on his heel and stalked down the hall towards the main staircase. The mages had already begun to descend, with the apprentices lined up behind them.

A mutter arose among the other apprentices at Evangeline’s arrival, but a sharp word from Tobias silenced them. He grabbed her wrist in a tight grip and tugged her along with him to take up the front position. Then he started down the stairs, with Evangeline almost tripping over the hem of her robe as she hurried to keep up with his longer strides.

Breakfast was a miserable affair, for Evangeline at least, as the mages and apprentices ignored her. She ate sparingly and kept her head down as she walked back outside and felt the hard stares of the other candidates. Then she was taken back upstairs.

Tobias pulled her along with him as they followed Mage Stormlake to the dragon egg room, while the other mages and apprentices headed in the opposite direction.

Tobias pulled Evangeline to a stop in front of the table with the egg, and then stepped back as Stormlake moved to the other side of the table.

‘Place your hands on either side of the egg. But do not touch it,’ commanded the mage.

Evangeline shook her head. ‘No, I will not be a party to this.’ She held her head high, hands at her sides. They might be able to make her stay, but she would not help him torture the unborn dragon.

A fierce light lit Stormlake’s eyes as he rounded the table. He grabbed the collar of Evangeline’s robe with one hand and wrenched her towards him.

‘Do it now,’ he commanded.

Tobias moved towards her; his hands raised as he placed a thick silver chain around her neck. A small clear crystal dangled from it. Stormlake’s free hand shot out and when he grasped the crystal a wave of mana filled the room. Blue light flared from the crystal, blinding Evangeline. When her eyesight cleared, she realised Stormlake had let go of her collar.

Before she could process what was happening, the mage repeated his command for her to place her hands on either side of the egg.

A cold sweat engulfed her body as the crystal hanging around her neck flared with light, and her arms lifted until her hands were an inch away from the egg’s surface. Whatever magic the crystal was imbued with gave her no choice but to obey. A faint green hue appeared in the egg’s mottled surface. This close, she could see tiny swirls and pits in the shell.

Stormlake gave a pleased grunt. ‘Evangeline, you and I are going to do great work together. You are never to remove the crystal or leave the castle unless I command you to. Do you understand?’

She understood all too well. Her free will was gone. Stormlake could order her to do whatever he wanted, and the crystal would force her to obey.

‘Tobias, you may leave us now,’ said the mage, not sparing a glance for his apprentice.

Dread filled Evangeline as Tobias nodded before exiting the room, closing the door behind him, leaving her alone with the mage.

The mage now had total control over her.

‘Move your hands back slowly,’ he said.

Evangeline tried to resist, but it was hopeless.

Stormlake’s eyes gleamed as he watched the green hue fade from the egg’s surface. He gestured to her left hand. ‘Place your left hand on top of the egg and turn the right palm up.’

As soon as Evangeline’s left hand came into contact with the egg she felt an upwelling of fear grip her, even as the green washed out all the grey in the egg’s surface. Eyes wide, she watched as Stormlake produced a short knife and held it over her right palm. She tried to pull away, but his command held her immobile. She let out a low moan as the mage jabbed the tip of the knife into the heel of her palm.

Pain flared as blood pooled around the tip of the knife, with Stormlake twisting it deeper. The egg’s green hue was shot through with red and Evangeline could feel the unborn dragon thrashing within it.

‘Let go.’

Evangeline stumbled backwards. She cradled her cut hand to her chest as Stormlake put down the knife and picked up a spike. He placed the spike on top of the egg and muttered a short spell, mana swirling in the air around him.

Electricity flared from the spike, enveloping the egg.

Evangeline screamed as white-hot agony flared through her body. She dropped, unable to control her limbs, dimly aware of the mage watching as she thrashed on the floor. It was a long and excruciating moment before the pain went away, but she lay where she was, tears streaming down her face.

‘So, you feel one another’s pain. I wonder what else you share.’ Stormlake’s voice was filled with savage glee, and what followed was the worst day of Evangeline’s life as he used her to experiment on the egg. She was broken, incapable of speech or coherent thought when he summoned Tobias to carry her back to her room.

The apprentice placed her on the bed, and she managed to summon the energy to open her eyes and stare up at him.

He avoided her gaze as he retreated to the door. ‘I’ll have food brought to you,’ he said in a low voice before leaving the room. This time there was no rush of mana locking the door, but with the compulsion crystal chaining her to the castle, they would not be worried about her escaping.

Evangeline closed her eyes and let exhaustion sweep her away, hoping she would never wake up.

Hours later, when she did wake, she couldn’t open her eyes and her arm felt ten times heavier than it should as she lifted a hand to wipe at her face. She brushed gunk from her eyes, vision smeared as she finally managed to open them. With a groan, she lurched into a sitting position and untangled the blankets wrapped around her legs.

She swung her feet over the side of the bed and sat there for a moment, head hanging. She didn’t want to move, didn’t want to think, but her bladder forced her upright and she stumbled into the small bathroom. Once she’d taken care of her immediate need, she turned on the tap and splashed cold water on her face. Every inch of her body protested as she straightened and returned to the bedroom.

The urge to go back to bed and pull the covers over her head was strong, but she knew that would not save her from Stormlake. He would have Tobias drag her from the bed if necessary, and she preferred to face the mage while standing, even if the thought of another day of torture made her knees weak. There was no mirror in the room, but she didn’t need one to tell her she was a mess. She had slept in the apprentice tunic, and it stank of sweat and fear. She would change into her old clothes. Never again would she wear the clothes that marked her as Stormlake’s property just as much as the cursed crystal hanging around her neck.

She headed for the wardrobe but paused when she spotted a plate laden with food set on top of the dresser, with a mug of cider to one side of it.

Tobias had made good on his promise to bring her dinner. She hadn’t heard him enter the room and the thought of him watching her sleep was unsettling. She forced that aside and headed to the wardrobe to change. None of her clothes were there. Instead, three more blue tunics hung inside the wardrobe.

A noise outside the door made her jump, and she quickly grabbed one of the tunics and hurried back to the bathroom. She pulled off the one from the previous day and scrubbed herself clean with cold water before dressing. The apprentice tunic was soft against her skin, but her stomach lurched at what her wearing of it meant. More torture for her and the egg.

The sound of muffled voices came from the window, and she carefully pushed it open.

The voices were clearer now; Mage Stormlake and Tobias. They were in the room next door. She held her breath as she listened to their conversation.

‘What about Elias, and the others? They will not consider it fair if Evangeline is awarded the scholarship without proving herself to be the best candidate.’ This was Tobias, though she had never heard him sound so subdued, almost defeated.

‘They can try again next year,’ said Stormlake, his tone cold. ‘The opportunity to study a dragon, to learn their weakness, is more important than being fair.’

Study and learn by torturing Evangeline and the dragon.

No. She couldn’t do it. She had to find a way to break the hold the crystal had on her. She ran to the door and wrenched it open. She stepped into the hall, intending to flee down the staircase and hide in her garden haven. Maybe once she was in her sanctuary, she would find a way to rid herself of the compulsion crystal. Only, the moment she set foot in the hallway the urge to go to the egg thrummed through her body. It was demanding, insistent, and before she knew it she was heading for the dragon’s door. It was unlocked, and she swept inside, locking the door before facing the egg.

Emotions flooded her, and the egg’s shell turned a vibrant green. She stepped closer and placed both hands on the egg, feeling the warmth of it against her palms. The heat increased until it was on the verge of being painful, but still she did not remove her hands.

Fire burst from her fingers, coating the egg in flames. But these flames were green, and despite the heat they contained they did not burn her flesh.

A crack sounded and a jagged line split the egg down the middle. Viscous liquid seeped out of the crack and the egg shuddered as the dragonling forced her way out. Green wings fluttered, and a tiny snout opened and closed as green eyes focused on Evangeline.

Tears streamed down Evangeline’s cheeks as joy surged through her at the sight of the little dragon. She was beautiful.

Emerald.

The name buzzed through Evangeline’s body, and she gave a watery smile.

‘Yes.’

The dragonling quivered at the sound of Evangeline’s voice.

A shout came from behind, and horror surged through Evangeline as she spun around to face Mage Stormlake.

‘What have you done?’

‘I …I…’ Evangeline couldn’t form the words, mind and body still caught up in the bond with Emerald.

Stormlake grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the table. Emerald lifted her head and hissed at him. He cast out his hand and the dragonling froze, even as panic and pain came through the bond to Evangeline.

‘Stop it, you’re hurting her.’ Evangeline pushed him aside and then swept Emerald into her arms. She backed away from the mage, cradling the dragon in her arms as Tobias and then Mage Tallsail appeared in the doorway.

Stormlake didn’t even look at Evangeline as he commanded her to freeze. Instead he picked up both pieces of the shell and examined them. ‘Your mana should not have been strong enough to break the stasis spell.’ He finally looked over at her, one eye brow raised. ‘You might end up earning the scholarship after all.’

He snapped his fingers. ‘Tobias, take her back to her room. I’ll take care of the dragon. And not a word of this to the others. I don’t want word getting out about what we have here.’

Evangeline fought to free herself from the compulsion crystal’s influence, but when Stormlake ordered her to hand Emerald to him and follow Tobias, she had to obey. Tobias was quiet as he escorted her back to her room, and once again he avoided her gaze. Despair washed over her as he closed the door, and she heard the lock engage.

Emerald’s mental cries filled her head and Evangeline fought down the panic they instilled. She would save her, save them both.

Somehow.


Chapter Seven

To get free, Evangeline had to break the spell Mage Stormlake had put on the crystal binding her to his will. But this was a type of magic she had no experience with. To compel others required Spirit mana. Unless…

When she heard the tramping of feet and knew the mages and apprentices were heading down to the dining hall to break their fast, she hurried into the bathroom. Hope filled her as she picked up the heating crystal. Spirit mana was strong, but Fire mana was the most powerful of all the elements. Stormlake may have ordered her not to remove the crystal containing the compulsion spell, but he never said anything about destroying it.

She balanced the heating crystal on the edge of the basin and then leaned forward so the compulsion crystal dangled in front of it. When the two crystals were touching, she placed a fingertip on the heating crystal as she fed a trickle of her mana into it until it glowed a pale red. The crystal warmed against her fingertip, gaining heat as she poured more mana into it.

Soon the tip of her finger burned, but she did not pull away, feeding the crystal more and more of her mana, commanding it to heat up. The red glow at its centre darkened, and an answering blue glow lit the compulsion crystal. Agony ripped through Evangeline’s finger, the urge to pull away intensifying, so she gripped the wrist with her other hand to keep it steady. Tears poured down her cheeks, but she refused to yield. Teeth gritted, body taut, she watched as the blue glow flickered, weakening. Then it vanished, and she stumbled backwards, cradling her injured hand to her chest.

It was a long moment before she could move, gripping the chain in her uninjured hand and sliding it over her head. Then, with a shaky breath, she called on her mana and guided it to her burned finger. As she did when she coaxed a daeberry to bloom out of season, she urged her tormented body to heal itself faster, destroyed flesh flaking away as new pink skin covered it.

Using so much of her own mana was exhausting, but there was no time to rest. Evangeline forced herself to stand and then she stumbled to her window. The sight of the distant forest buoyed her spirit. If she could get there, she would be able to soak in the magic inherent in every bush and tree and restore her depleted mana. But before that, she had to get to Emerald.

She turned and strode to the door. It was locked this time, but she placed a hand on the lock and, in a reverse of what she had done to heal her injury, she sped up the degradation of the wood surrounding the lock, causing it to warp and rot. Then she opened the door and stepped out into the hall.

No one was about; Stormlake no doubt convinced a mere forest elf would never have been able to defeat his compulsion crystal. But in that he had severely miscalculated.

Evangeline hurried to the room Emerald was in and used more of her mana to destroy this lock as well.

She staggered as she stepped inside the room, closing the door behind her. Her mana was so low, her head ached, and her vision blurred. She had to get to the forest to restore herself. But when she saw Emerald, she groaned. A steel manacle curved around the dragonling’s neck, chaining her to the table. Emerald hunched, wings folded against her body, eyes gleaming as she watched Evangeline approach.

Evangeline lurched over to the table. ‘I’m so sorry. I will get you out of here, I promise.’ She scanned the room for the key to unlock the manacle. After destroying the compulsion crystal and two locks, she didn’t have enough mana left to use magic.

An image appeared in her head, of a small key hanging on a chain around Stormlake’s neck.

Evangeline groaned. She would never be able to get it.

A soothing warmth filled her body, coming from Emerald. A new image filled Evangeline’s head, of her with her head bent, green tinged mana swirling around her hands as she grasped the lock and broke it open.

‘My mana is too low,’ she said, hanging her head.

Emerald stretched out her head, her snout nudging Evangeline’s cheek. Again the image of green mana swirling around her filled her head, only this time it was coming from the dragonling.

Evangeline sucked in her breath. Of course. Emerald was offering to share her mana. She opened herself up, feeling her strength return as mana filled her body. Mana flowed from Emerald to Evangeline, stronger than anything she had ever felt before, and she focused on the lock holding the manacle closed, forcing the metal to soften. Soon it was pliable enough that she could pull the lock apart.

She unclasped the manacle and Emerald stretched her neck out. Contentment came from her, and she lifted her wings, the soft gust of wind they produced stirring the hair around Evangeline’s face. Emerald then folded her wings back in and waddled forward, her head butting into Evangeline’s stomach.

Evangeline scooped the little dragon up and Emerald scrambled up her arm to perch on her shoulder, her tail curling around her neck.

With no time to waste, Evangeline headed for the door. Then she hesitated. To reach the safety of the forest, she would have to use the main staircase to the foyer where she would be spotted by the candidates waiting outside the dining hall or found partway down by the returning mages and apprentices.

There had to be another way to get to the ground floor.

In all the time she had been at Mistvale, she had never seen any of the regular servants use the spiral staircase. Yet they would have to get up here somehow to clean the mages’ rooms. There must be another staircase, one the servants used. She just had to find it.

Evangeline headed in the opposite direction of the main staircase, scanning the walls as she went. The servants’ entry would be nondescript, so their coming and goings did not disturb the mages. At the end of the hall she spotted an alcove with a vivid tapestry hanging over it.

She rushed to the tapestry and swept it aside, relief surging when she found a narrow staircase. Tiny windows in the side of the outer wall gave just enough illumination to guide her downwards, and she went as fast as she could, hoping they would not encounter any of the servants going about their duties.

They reached the ground floor without incident and made their way to the scullery. There she slipped through the halls and out the door into the garden and headed to the tree that sheltered her haven. She scaled the tree and then climbed onto the wall. There was no tree to assist her on the other side, and she jarred her knees as she landed, but she did not stop to assess the damage or waste precious time with healing. Without a backwards glance, she raced across the lawn towards the forest, expecting an outcry with each step.

If they were spotted before reaching the safety of the trees, the mages would be able to use their mana to freeze her in place. Stormlake would make sure she would not be able to escape a compulsion crystal a second time.

When they reached the forest line without incident, Evangeline let out a thankful breath, her pace slowing as she wended her way through the trees.

On her shoulder, tail wrapped around Evangeline’s neck, Emerald gave a happy chirp. The tip of her snout curled up as she investigated the scents of the forest. Evangeline could feel the little dragon’s excitement at being outside, her body quivering each time she spotted the blue sky through the treetops.

Evangeline wished she could feel so happy to be out of the castle. They would be pursued; she was sure of it. It was only a matter of time before their escape was noticed. She had to get Emerald to safety before then.

There was only one place that would offer safety to the dragonling.

The Nexus.

If they could reach the Nexus, the Guardians who governed travel between worlds would shelter them. They could make sure Emerald was returned to the world of dragons.

Keeping a member of a sentient race prisoner was illegal. Once Evangeline told them of the experiments Mage Stormlake had been doing, the Guardians would be swift to act. They would be able to protect Emerald, and Evangeline. With her dream of elevating her family’s status by becoming a mage in tatters, the only thing she could hope for now was to save Emerald.

During a brief stop to rest, Evangeline stripped the ripe berries from a daeberry tree and placed them in the middle of a scrap of fabric torn from her tunic. Her empty stomach urged her to stuff them into her mouth one after the other, but she forced the urge down. They had been travelling all day and it would take another day for her to reach the Nexus, and she had no idea if they would find more food along the way. She would have to ration the berries if she could not locate any more edible plants.

The jumble of berries on the blue fabric looked pitiful, but it was all they had. Evangeline picked out a handful of the ripest ones and placed them in front of Emerald. The little dragon sniffed at them before delicately selecting one of the berries. Then she sat on her haunches and chewed. The dragon shuddered, the green scales covering her rippling as she turned her head and spat the pulped berry out.

Then she turned back to face Evangeline.

Hungry.

Evangeline shook her head. ‘That is all we have.’ She ate the rest of the berries she had set in front of Emerald one by one. The tartness fizzled through her body with each bite, but it was not enough to assuage her hunger. She resisted the urge to eat more and rolled up the rest, tucking the small bundle into her pocket.

Hungry.

She gave Emerald a sympathetic smile. ‘I know, but I don’t know what else I can do.’ She had kept an eye out for edible plants throughout the day, but the berries had been the only thing she had found.

‘I don’t know what dragons eat.’ All she knew of dragons was that they were large and ferocious, intent on claiming worlds for themselves and subjugating the inhabitants. None of the stories told how one was supposed to raise a newly hatched dragon. The sooner they reached the Nexus, the better. The Guardians would be able to send Emerald to Aldraconia where she would receive the care she needed.

A wave of reassurance came from Emerald and the little dragon waddled forward, wings extended for balance as she climbed onto Evangeline’s knee, sharp claws sheathed as she scrambled to her usual shoulder perch.

Evangeline carefully stood, so as not to dislodge the dragon, and then set off through the trees once more. There had been no sign of pursuit so far, but she was sure it was out there. Mage Stormlake could not afford to let her reach the Nexus. While the Guardians did not interfere in the ruling of the worlds they guarded, they set strict rules about dealing with other species, and they had the might to back up their sanctions. Elleridel could find itself cut off from the other worlds, vital trade lines severed, if King Lucian did not adhere to whatever punishment they set Stormlake for violating the Nexus treaty.

But the protection offered by the Guardians would work only if she was able to find the Nexus.


Chapter Eight

Knowing that she needed to reach the Nexus as soon as possible was one thing. Finding it was another thing entirely. Evangeline had to stay away from the main road that led to the Nexus, and forge her own path through the dense forests of Elleridel. Unlike Tallebraith Forest, this one contained only the mana of nature, so she was able to focus on the powerful mana that formed the Nexus to guide her in mostly a straight line. She had already had to backtrack twice when the way ahead was too overgrown to get through.

It was becoming harder to see ahead of her, but Evangeline pushed on. She had to put as much distance between there and Emerald and Mistvale Castle as she could. While she hoped Mage Stormlake would think she had taken the road, he would have spells to scry out her route. With limited time and no resources, she had done what she could to hide her path, coaxing the undergrowth to spring back to cover her tracks, but just because the mages looked down on forest mana it didn’t mean none of them knew how to wield it.

It was a matter of time before they caught up with her, and she had no idea what she would do when they did.

Emerald’s tail wrapped around her neck, and her snout nuzzled the side of Evangeline’s face as an image of the little dragon breathing fire on her enemies filled her head. The thought of the tiny dragonling attacking their enemies made her smile, and she raised a hand to stroke the sleek scaly tail. Stormlake was strong in Fire mana and would be able to withstand anything a newly hatched dragon threw at him, but she appreciated the sentiment. She and Emerald were partners. They would fight for their freedom together.

A thick stand of bushes blocked the path ahead, and Evangeline focused her mana on coaxing them to part, sliding sideways through the gap and then getting them to spring back behind her. On the other side she stepped into an overgrown clearing strewn with ruins. The stones were blackened and seeing them told her where they were.

This was all that remained of the original capital of Elleridel, burned almost to the ground in the Dragon War decades ago. The stone the town buildings were made of had been no match for dragon fire. After the war, when the dragons had finally been forced to flee by the combined might of the elven mages, the king had built a new capital, leaving the ruins of this one to be reclaimed by the forest.

To the west was the section of the forest farmed by Evangeline’s family, and her heart longed to be reunited with them. They would help her get Emerald to the Nexus, she was sure of it, but that would only bring the wrath of Stormlake on them. They were burdened enough as it was.

The burden would grow heavier once they heard the news that she had lost all chance of becoming a mage.

The longing in her heart turned to pain.

A soft chirrup came from Emerald, and she once again nuzzled Evangeline’s cheek. A new image came, of the dragon returning to Mistvale Castle with Evangeline, once again decked out in the apprentice robes, watching on from Stormlake’s side. The dragonling’s head was down as the mage placed the manacle around her neck once more.

Evangeline’s stomach clenched at the thought of Emerald sacrificing herself so that she could become a mage. ‘That is not happening. I will not let him torture you again.’ She would find another way to help her family. But for now, it was time to rest.

In deepening shadows, Evangeline searched for part of the ruin that was almost intact, making sure the one she chose had several ways to exit. Though she was tired, she did not allow herself to rest until she set spells to warn of enemies and coaxed bushes to camouflage the exits. There wasn’t much she could do to make the ruin comfortable other than bundle moss into the shape of a small mattress. She settled onto the makeshift bed and ate half of the daeberries she had left, savouring each one as she chewed. While she enjoyed her meagre meal, Emerald hopped off her shoulder and explored the shadows.

 A short time later came the startled squeak of a small rodent and Emerald waddled out of the shadows with a hairless tail dangling from her snout and a bulge in her throat. Evangeline grimaced at the sound of the dragonling eating, and the berries in her belly churned. But she swallowed down her nausea, not wanting to waste the only sustenance she had. She rolled onto her side on her bed of moss and closed her eyes, weary muscles aching.

A feeling of contentment rose from Emerald as she joined Evangeline, curling up in the hollow behind her knees.

Hours later, with darkness still coating the ruin, one of her alarms tingled, pulling Evangeline from her exhausted sleep. Emerald had also woken, fear radiating through the bond between them. With careful movements, Evangeline rose from her bed of moss and then scooped the little dragon into her arms. The buzz of the alarm came from behind the ruin, and as quietly as she could she crept to the break in the wall on the other side and peered through the bush she had coaxed to cover it.

Dawn was yet to arrive, but the shadows had lessened enough for Evangeline to make out the shapes of trees, bushes and more ruins. She could detect no movement or sound. The denizens of the forest had fallen silent, watching and waiting. Evangeline held her breath as she also waited, seeking something to tell her if this side of the ruin was safe to exit through. The silence was unnerving. It was too still. But she could not remain where she was. Soon they would surround her and there would be no escape.

Dizzy from holding her breath for so long, she let it go as slowly as she could, moving one hand to touch the bush camouflaging the exit, ready to coax it into moving to the side.

A soft rustle came from beyond the bush, and she froze, pulling back on the mana she had been ready to unleash.

A figure stepped out of the shadows, a pale light hovering above his outstretched palm.

It was Elias, and he was using the elflight to see by. There was a stirring in the bushes and Tobias stepped up beside him, also wielding elflight as he scanned the ruins.

Elias glared at the other elf. ‘What are you doing here? I told you to search the north.’

Tobias, his light far brighter, gave him a hard stare. ‘Do not forget yourself, Elias. It is not for you to command me.’

Elias stiffened. ‘You said you would help me win the scholarship. If you find her before me, Stormlake might not keep his promise to put me in the final three. You owe it to me, to make sure I get that scholarship, brother.’

Tobias lifted his chin. ‘Half-brother. I said I would help you, and I will, but that girl knows the forests better that either of us. If we search together, we have more chance of finding her. I’ll make sure you get the credit with Mage Stormlake.’

Elias stared at his half-brother for a long moment, and then he gave a nod and the two of them moved towards the largest of the ruins.

As she waited for them to enter the ruins, Evangeline’s stomach sank. Elias would not give up, not with a promise to be in the final three dangling in front of him. Her only hope was to play to her strength. As Tobias had said, the brothers were not forest folk. They had both been raised in cities and had scorned to learn anything about forest mana beyond the basics taught to all.

This was her element, and she would use it to avoid capture.

With Tobias and Elias inside the ruin, she carefully coaxed her bush to part and slipped through the gap. Then, keeping her steps light, she hurried into the trees. As she went she ran a hand along the bark of the trees nearby, drawing on their inherent mana to cover the tracks of her passing. If either of the two elves tried to use their rudimentary forest mana to find her, all they would sense would be the spirit of the trees.

With Emerald’s tail twined around her neck and her claws digging in to her shoulder, Evangeline sped up as she got farther away from the ruins. She would not stop until she reached the Nexus and could plead her case to the Guardians. They would make sure Stormlake never had a chance to hurt Emerald again.

Hours later, she stopped in the shade cast by a rocky outcrop near the base of a large mountain range. The sun was high in the sky and her tongue felt twice its normal size. She needed water. At the thought, Emerald nudge her cheek and gave a soft chirrup, as the image of a fast-flowing creek with crystal clear water appeared in Evangeline’s head.

‘We will find it soon,’ she said as she lifted a hand to stroke the sleek scales on the tail hanging over her other shoulder. The little dragon had been sending her the same image for the past hour. Evangeline ran her other hand along the trunk of a tree, delving her senses into the earth encasing its roots.

The soil was rich, fed by underground water as much as what fell from the sky. The creek they sought was nearby, fed from the same source. By her calculations they would reach the Nexus before sunset. The way between worlds was sheltered within a valley deeper into the forest. There had been no sign of their pursuers, so Evangeline believed they could afford a short stop to quench their thirst before they trekked the final distance. The image Emerald shared with her had shown numerous plants that were edible. For her at least.

Emerald was clearly a meat eater, but since consuming the rodent in the ruins, she had given no indication that she was hungry again. Besides, there could be similar fare for the dragonling to find at the creek. The thought of eating a living creature made Evangeline’s stomach churn, almost drowning out the ache that came from not having eaten anything other than a handful of daeberries for a full day.

She was exhausted, hungry, and yet she pushed away from the tree and continued on, following the draw of the water. She could rest properly once Emerald was safely delivered to the Guardians.

When she finally spotted the glimmer of water ahead, Evangeline increased her pace even as Emerald launched herself from her shoulder, wings spread as she angled for the creek’s bank. Her flight was short and ungainly, and she wobbled from side to side before landing and shoving her snout deep into the water.

Evangeline fell to her knees beside the dragonling and dived her hands into the water, cupping them together and drinking deeply. The water was cool and soothed the dryness of her throat as she swallowed. She repeated the act until her thirst was sated and then she splashed water over her face and neck to revive tired and sweaty muscles. It felt glorious, and she was tempted to slide fully into the water and immerse herself.

A grumble from her stomach reminded her she had other matters to take care of. With deft hands, she plucked up several of the reeds at the edge of the creek and washed the bulbs to clear them of dirt. The bulbs would taste better well-seasoned and cooked but they could be eaten raw. Better yet, they were filling and nutritious. She peeled off the outer layer and then bit down on the crunchy centre.

Three bulbs were more than enough to sate her immediate hunger, and she scrambled to her feet. Emerald had taken the time while she was eating to have a bath in the creek and now she waddled out, the sun gleaming on her wet scales. She gave a shake and drops splattered Evangeline, who let out a laugh, some of the tension in her body lessened at the sight of the happy dragonling. Then she bent down and picked Emerald up, depositing her back on her shoulder.

‘We can’t linger. There will be time for more bathing once you are safe.’

Emerald gave a chirrup, and Evangeline set off for a narrow part of the creek where it would be easier to cross. She was refreshed by the water and having food in her stomach, so there was a spring to her step as she used a fallen tree and stepping stones to cross the creek. Then she scanned the forest, one hand on a tree, as she sought the best path to take to get to the Nexus.

Most of the forest here was overgrown, but a slight path carved by numerous animals coming to the creek to drink was nearby. Evangeline hurried over to it, trees towering over her and shielding her from the heat of the midday sun. A few hours more and they would both be safe.

The path meandered through the trees, not in a direct line to the Nexus but close enough that it was worth remaining on it. It would save them so much time. Her forest mana was stronger with the bond to Emerald, but she would still exhaust herself if she had to use it to keep coaxing the underbrush out of their way. Evangeline was sure Stormlake would be guarding the pass to the Nexus, and that was when she would need her magic the most, so she needed to conserve her mana.

A deer bounded across the path ahead of her, and she froze, heart pounding as she looked in the direction it had come from. What had caused it to flee? She used her senses to scan the area but could sense nothing other than the mana of the forest itself and other animals. Perhaps it had been spooked by one of them.

Relieved to find she was still alone in this section of the forest, Evangeline continued on.

Another rustle came, from the way the deer had run, and she could sense its presence. She stopped to let it cross ahead of her.

 But what burst out of the trees was not a deer.


Chapter Nine

Tobias launched himself towards Evangeline, a dark cloud taking shape in his hands.

Evangeline turned to flee, but Elias was now standing behind her. How had she not sensed them?

She darted to the left, calling on her mana to make a break in the undergrowth, but a heavy weight fell on her.

It was a net, formed of cloud and strengthened by Tobias’ Weather mana.

She fought to break free, to use her mana to pull it off, but Tobias grabbed her arms and spun her to face Elias.

‘Quick, grab the dragon and your place in the final three will be guaranteed.’ Tobias’ voice was strained as he stopped Evangeline from breaking free.

Emerald reared up, hissing as Elias came close, leather gloves on his hands as he grabbed her and tore her from Evangeline’s shoulder. Tobias released her and she fell to her knees as he then used his net cloud to envelope the dragonling. The cloud wrapped around her, obscuring the dragonling from sight, but nothing could block out the mental cries as she called for Evangeline to save her.

Evangeline lurched to her feet, but Tobias flung out a hand and she was thrust backwards, landing in a heap in the underbrush. By the time she scrambled free Emerald was gone.

No.

She had to get her back.

Evangeline dived into the bush, using her magic to cast aside branches as she went, calling out for Emerald in her head. Her sense of the dragonling was muffled, growing fainter, until soon she could hear her no more. She crumpled to the ground, tears streaming down her face.

She had failed.

Emerald was being taken back to Mistvale Castle and Mage Stormlake would make sure she never had a chance to free her. She had lost all chance at winning the scholarship to become a mage and had failed to save the dragon she had risked it all for. She could go to the Nexus Guardians and tell them what had happened, but they would ask for proof before accusing a highly respected mage. This proof she did not have, and she was sure Stormlake would ensure his experiments on the little dragon were kept hidden.

It was a long time before Evangeline could drag herself to her feet and begin the trudge through the forest to where her clan lived and farmed daeberries. With each step, she wondered how she was going to tell them that all the hope they had pinned on her had been for nothing. Tobias had been right; she didn’t have what it took to become a mage.

Night had fallen hours earlier by the time she stumbled into the clearing where her clan made their home, but lights were blazing in all the tree houses and dozens of people milled about, talking loudly.

A clan meeting, at this hour?

Evangeline straightened her clothing as best she could, though there was nothing she could do for the scratches and tangles caused by fighting through underbrush for hours on end. Her legs trembled and the thought of having to explain why she was there sat like a ball of lead in the pit of her stomach.

A cry went up, and she heard her mother’s voice. Tears pricked her eyes at the concern it held.

Strong arms enveloped her, and she was crushed to her mother’s chest, even as she heard her father exclaiming over the condition she was in.

‘What did Mage Stormlake do to you?’

The question pierced her misery and she shoved out of her mother’s embrace. ‘He was here?’

Worry was etched on her parents’ faces, and her younger siblings crowded in. The other members of her clan were spread around them.

Her mother nodded; brows lowered. ‘He said you stole something from him. But a Berrybright would never do that. I told him so, and that we had not set eyes on you since the day you left for Mistvale Castle.’ She shook her head. ‘He didn’t believe me and set those apprentices of his to search the village. When they returned and told him you were not here, he cursed the crop and then they left.’

‘Cursed the crop?’

“We don’t know the blight was caused by him,’ said her father.

‘There was no blight until he came here, and I have enough mana to know it is not natural,’ said her mother.

Evangeline pushed through her clan and ran on shaky legs to the edge of the orchard. A light grey fuzz covered all the berries she could see, and she stretched out a hand to touch one. The wrongness of it stung her senses and she snatched her hand back.

‘Mother is right. This blight was created by magic.’ It was magic no decent mage would ever employ. But then, Stormlake had already proved he was willing to break all the rules. This break would be the ruination of her clan. With no berries to harvest, they would not be able to meet the next tithing. The king would have them cast from the forest and care of the orchards given to another clan. Her clan would become one of the invisible, with no home of their own, doomed to wander the forests eking out what living they could.

All because of Evangeline.

She turned to face her clan, taking a deep breath, and told her mother that she had indeed stolen something from the mage and how it had come about. Then she hung her head and waited for the censure of her parents and the clan.

Silence followed her admission.

Then her mother once again enveloped her in her arms and hugged her tight. ‘You did the right thing, daughter. No elf should stand by to see another being subjected to torture. Your dragon is but a babe; she had no role in the wars that destroyed much of Elleridel. It was right that you tried to save her and if it comes to pass they we are cast from our home, then it is at the mage’s feet that the blame must be laid.’

Evangeline lifted her head and gazed into her mother’s eyes, seeing the pride that welled there, a pride that was echoed in the eyes of the rest of their clam. How could they not blame her? Stormlake would never have come here and cursed their crop if not for Evangeline.

She gazed behind her at the ruined berries, probing the blight with her mana, seeking to heal one of the berries like she had her burned finger. The blight shimmered and lessened, but it did not vanish no matter how much of her mana she threw at it. Head reeling, vision blurring, she pulled back on her mana. Without Emerald, she was not as strong. With the dragonling by her side she was sure she would be able to cure the blight and save the crop, save her clan; but to do that she would need to do the impossible, and free Emerald from Mistvale Castle for a second time.

‘We will help you free Emerald,’ said her father, a determined glint in his green eyes. Immediately other members of the clan offered to help.

Evangeline shook her head. ‘You are all needed here, to find a way to cure the blight if I fail.’ But she wouldn’t fail. She would return here with Emerald, cure the blight, and then she would let nothing stop her from getting to the Nexus Guardians.

Her mother placed a hand on her arm. ‘The blight can wait. Helping Emerald is more important.’ She waved a hand at the clan members arrayed around them. ‘One mage and a couple of apprentices are no match for the Berrybright clan.’

Relief surged thorough Evangeline at the realisation she would not be alone. She ate a hasty meal as they devised their plan.

The fastest elf in their clan was given provisions and sent to the Nexus, to alert the Guardians, while those with forest mana practised how to obscure a trail and create decoys to prevent Stormlake or anyone else from tracking Evangeline once she left the castle with Emerald.

After a few hours’ sleep, she set off for the castle with her parents and the others. It was night by the time they neared the edge of Tallebraith Forest, their green clothes helping them to blend into the shadows and underbrush. Moonlight glittered over Mistvale Castle, and no lights shone in any of the windows Evangeline could see on this side. At this time of night, everyone should be asleep, and there were five hours before the servants would rise and begin their day. That meant five hours for Evangeline to find a way into the castle, free Emerald, and escape.

After a quick hug from her parents, she ran across the lawn to the door near the scullery. From there she would make her way to the staircase she had used to flee with Emerald before. She’d had no contact with the dragonling since she had been recaptured, so she wouldn’t be able to verify if she was being kept in the same room until she got there. She forced down fear over the lack of contact. It didn’t mean anything bad had happened to Emerald. More likely that Stormlake had found a way to block them from communicating. At least, she hoped that was what the silence meant.

Either way, she had to get into the castle and find the dragonling. Once they were together, their combined mana would make her magic stronger. Her pulse thudded in her ears as she ran, expecting an outcry at any moment. But all was silent. She entered through the back door and crept through the narrow hallways used by the servants until she reached the staircase. As she ascended, she kept one hand on the wall and scanned ahead for signs of life. It was not as easy as it had been when she was connected to Emerald, and she gave up to conserve her strength as she reached the top.

Moving slowly, she eased the tapestry aside and scanned the hallway. Lights flickered in their sconces, casting shadows with each flicker. There was no sign or sound, so she slipped out of the stairwell.

She took one step, and then a heavy weight descended on her shoulder.

She stifled a gasp as she spun around and found Tobias looming over her, his features set in a grim cast, a ball of elflight springing to life above his head.

‘You shouldn’t have come back,’ he said in a harsh whisper. ‘Mage Stormlake will never let you escape again. He’ll torture you alongside the dragon and dispose of you when you are no longer useful.’

Evangeline stiffened, lifting her chin. ‘You were right, I never belonged here. But I am not leaving without Emerald.’

He narrowed his eyes, and then gave a resigned sigh. ‘I’ll help you to free her, but then you’re on your own.’

‘What?’ Evangeline took a step back. ‘Is this a trick?’ Why would he offer to help her? He was Stormlake’s favourite apprentice, and he had never hidden his dislike for her.

Tobias screwed up his mouth. ‘I wanted to become a mage to help our people. Not torture them. I don’t like you, but what he did to you was wrong, and he is breaking the Nexus rules by imprisoning and experimenting on that dragonling. He said it was for science, and to help protect us if the dragons ever attack again, but it’s not right, and I want no part of it. The Guardians will find out what he is doing; he won’t be able to keep it quiet forever, and I’m not going down with him.’

Evangeline considered him for a moment. There was no way to tell if he was telling the truth, and time was running out. If he really was going to help her free Emerald, they needed to do it fast. She indicated for him to lead on. He took her, not to the room where Emerald had been held before, but to another one. She stiffened as he opened the door, ready for him to spring a trap.

But nothing happened. He ushered her inside and once the door was closed he brightened his elflight.

Evangeline held back a cry. Emerald was in a silver cage that gleamed with magic. Tobias waved his hand, and a rush of Fire mana covered the cage.

The gleam on the cage dimmed momentarily, and then flared brightly.

Evangeline stepped forward, both hands raised as she set her mana towards the cage, not to blast it like Tobias had but to coax it aside. The gleam vanished and Evangeline could now feel her connection with Emerald. She hurried to use her mana to unlock the cage and the dragonling scrambled out and onto her usual perch on her shoulder. Tobias then moved for the door, but he stopped before he opened it.

‘Once I get you out of the castle, I never want to set eyes on you or that dragon again and if you tell anyone I helped you I will make you wish you had never been born. Understand?’

Evangeline nodded. ‘I promise, you will never see either of us again after this.’

He seemed satisfied and opened the door.


Chapter Ten

Evangeline rushed outside and was assailed by a bright light. She flung up a hand to shield her eyes as shouting came from nearby.

Rough hands grabbed her, and she was spun around to face the wall, hands tied behind her back. She could feel Emerald being wrenched away, and when she was turned around she started to curse Tobias for betraying them. But he was in a similar position to hers, with fear in his eyes as he gazed at her.

Mage Stormlake stood in the middle of the hallway, a cruel intensity to his gaze. He held Emerald in his arms, one hand tightly wrapped around her neck. Fear radiated from the little dragon and Evangeline struggled against her bonds, desperate to free her. All it would take was a sharp wrench and the mage could kill Emerald.

His focus was not on the dragon he held. Instead, he glared at Tobias. ‘After everything I have done for you, this is how you repay me? Letting this filthy forest elf back into the castle to steal my dragon!’

Evangeline felt Tobias stiffen beside her, but then he raised his chin. ’No true mage would be a part of this. Once the Guardians find out what you have done, you will be exiled.’ His voice was steady, resolute.

A sly smirk curved Stormlake’s lips. ‘But they won’t find out. You two are the only ones who know the truth. Unfortunately, you both lost your lives in a badly executed spell. I’ll send my regrets to your family, but once I tell them Elias has been awarded the scholarship, they will forget all about you.’

He looked past them. ‘Isn’t that right, Elias?’

Elias shoved between Evangeline and Tobias and took up position beside Stormlake.

‘Brother?’ Tobias took a step forward, entreaty in his voice.

Elias gave a smirk the twin to the one Stormlake still wore. ‘You said it yourself, half-brother, the only way for me to rise above my baseborn status is to become a mage. Our father will welcome me home with open arms, especially as I will be the first Ravenshield mage in generations.’

Tobias’ erect stance deflated at the revelation.

Beside him Evangeline’s mind raced as she sought a way out…a way to free Emerald from Stormlake’s clutches so the dragon could escape. Maybe there was some spell she could use to free them all. But it was hopeless. She needed physical contact with the dragonling to combine their mana. She would never be able to beat Stormlake without help.

A wave of reassurance washed over her. In the mage’s grasp, Emerald twisted her head and her gaze met Evangeline’s. An image appeared in her head, of a powerful flow of Earth mana pouring out of her, striking the ground beneath Stormlake’s feet and making him stumble.

Evangeline gave a minuscule shake of her head. Stormlake or Elias would strike her down the moment she began to cast.

The image from Emerald shimmered, as a fresh wave of reassurance came, showing Evangeline reaching deep within herself, tapping into a well of mana at her core. It was a tiny bud, but with coaxing it could develop into a glorious rose. Just the way Evangeline coaxed daeberries to ripen.

As Stormlake prepared his magic to strike, Evangeline sent all of her mana into her core, feeling the rose open and the mana in her body swell, more even than when she was linked to Emerald. With a flick of her wrists, her mana cut through her and Tobias’ bonds and then she thrust it out at Stormlake.

The floor rippled underneath him and the walls shook. He reeled back, as Tobias flung a ball of elflight into his face, his hand leaving Emerald’s neck to shield his eyes. The dragonling wrenched free from his grasp and spread her wings, launching her body across the gap to Evangeline’s shoulder. Then she twisted around, and they faced Stormlake and Elias together. With their mana combined, Evangeline cast a wall of green fire between them and grabbed Tobias’ arm. Then she pulled him back towards the narrow stairwell.

‘That won’t hold them long. We need to go.’

Curses rose behind them and as footsteps thundered through the hall Evangeline knew the mage had overcome her fire and was pursuing them. She had to stop him once and for all. She grabbed Emerald and thrust her at Tobias. ‘Get her to the Nexus.’

Then she spun around to face the enraged mage. She would do whatever she could to buy Emerald and Tobias time to escape and reach the Guardians.

An angry squawk came from behind her a moment before Emerald settled back on her shoulder. Movement at her other side revealed Tobias.

‘We’re not leaving you,’ he said. ‘We stand together.’

With a nod, she reached out and grabbed his hand. They both raised their free hands as Stormlake advanced on them. With Emerald lending her own mana to their group, Evangeline flung out a powerful wave of energy, knocking both Stormlake and Elias down. The mage struggled to mount a defence but bolstered by the mana of her companions, Evangeline knocked his attempts aside. She kept her wind on him, as the walls and ceiling began to rattle. She would pull the tower down on top of them if that was what it took.

But she could feel the combined mana fading with each burst. She pulled back on her wind and shaped it into a funnel to whip Stormlake around, spinning him into the room where Emerald had been caged. Then, she slammed the door shut and used Earth mana to warp the wood so that it would be impossible to open without more Earth mana or tools. She pulled down the ceiling of the hall, blocking it further and almost engulfing Elias.

She staggered, and it was Tobias who kept her from falling to her knees. He grasped her around the waist and helped her to the stairwell. Emerald sent a fresh wave of mana and Evangeline was able to pull away from the other elf and journey down the stairs on her own. She would not rest until they had reached the Nexus and Emerald was safe.

As they left the narrow stairwell and hurried through the scullery to reach the exit, a loud blast sounded, and the entire castle shook. They raced outside as a stream of panicked people emerged from their rooms in their bedclothes and ran with them, many giving Evangeline and the dragonling on her shoulder startled looks.

Swept along by the flow of people, Evangeline, Emerald and Tobias ran through the main foyer and out onto the lawn at the front of the castle and peered up at the tower. A dark cloud of smoke billowed from the windows, flames evident behind the shattered glass.

The castle shook again and the topmost part of the tower, the part that housed the spell library, cracked open.

Mage Tallsail and the other mages appeared in front of the castle and plied their magic to douse the flames. As the last flame sputtered and died, two figures stumbled out of the castle entrance.

Mage Stormlake and Elias.

Evangeline tensed, calling on her mana as she waited for them to launch a fresh attack. But neither mage nor candidate paid her any attention. Their faces and clothes were covered in soot, and they fell to their knees, hunching over as deep and ragged coughs shook their frames. Two of the mages who had fought to douse the flames in the tower stepped forward to administer healing mana to the stricken men. As their coughing eased, all of the apprentices, candidates and servants turned to stare at Evangeline and Emerald.

Mage Tallsail gave a low bow. ‘I apologise for the treatment you received at the hands of Mage Stormlake. What he did to both of you was terrible and I stood by and let it happen. I could tell you I had no choice, that I was afraid to cross him, but that is no excuse. Therefore, I submit myself for judgement.’

Evangeline’s jaw dropped as the mage kneeled at her feet, head still bowed. She turned to Tobias, hoping he would know what to do with Tallsail’s behaviour. But he was not looking at the mage. His gaze was focused behind Evangeline.

She turned around and gasped.

Six Guardians, resplendent in silver armour, stood there, with her family and clan members a short distance behind them. One of them stepped forward and lifted her helm. She was an elf, with bright blue hair cropped short.

The elf smiled at the little dragon and inclined her head. ‘Emerald, I apologise for the treatment you have received while in the…care… of our mages. I will see to it that you are returned to Aldraconia and reunited with your clan.’

Then she faced Evangeline. ‘Thank you for your bravery and selflessness, Evangeline Brightberry. Without you we would never know what became of the egg stolen from the dragons. We are in your debt. You would make a fine Guardian, and we would welcome you into our ranks if you chose to join us.’

Evangeline gasped. ‘I could become a Guardian?’ Being a Guardian was even more prestigious than being a mage. Her clan’s status would rise even higher than she had ever dreamed.

She looked to her mother and father and saw the pride shining in their eyes. Not pride that she had been offered a chance to become a Guardian. Pride that she had made the right choice and had set aside her ambition to save Emerald. They didn’t care that she could raise their status, all they cared about was her.

‘Thank you for your generous offer, but my place is here, with my clan.’ She had a blight to cure.

‘Very well, but if you ever change your mind, you know where to find us.’ The elf Guardian then eyed Tobias.

‘Tobias Ravenshield, you have redeemed yourself by assisting Evangeline and Emerald, but that does not fully absolve you of your misdeeds. There is a penance to pay. You are hereby sentenced to work for the Guardians at the Elleridel Nexus for one year. If, during that year, you acquit yourself well you may apply to join the Guardians once your penance is over.’

Tobias inclined his head. ‘As you command.’

‘Mage Tallsail and Elias Ravenshield, for your crimes you are both sentenced to work for the Guardians for ten years. There is no offer for you to become one of us once you have served your time.’

The Guardian then focused on Mage Stormlake. ‘Your penance will not be so pleasant. You are hereby stripped of your title as mage and will be exiled from Elleridel. Guardian Markus will escort you to the Nexus to be cast out.’

Eyes glazed, it was not evident if Stormlake understood, but Evangeline shivered at his sentence. He would never be able to return to Elleridel and would roam as one of the invisible for the rest of his days. As the Guardians escorted him, Tallsail and Elias away, she looked to Emerald. She would miss the little dragon, but knew she needed to return to her family so she would be protected from rogue elf mages. It was hard to say goodbye, but one day they would be reunited through the Nexus, she was sure.
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Chapter One

Her grandmother was the most traveled fae in existence. Where Ariel was concerned, this was her first venture out of Fairdale Springs, the fairy dimension. There was a strong possibility it would be her last.

She loved Austin, Texas, and the weird jive residents tried to maintain. The urban setting was an environment that suited her perfectly.

With an overactive imagination, Ariel bored easily and enjoyed playing practical jokes like most sprites. Once, she’d tied their brownie housekeeper’s shoelaces together, causing him to trip. It turned out not to be a simple tumble but an unfortunate ruinous affair that led to the destruction of Nana’s favorite vase. She couldn’t even get a simple prank right.

After the catastrophic event, she was grounded for a month before allowed to venture out of the apartment she shared with her grandmother and older sister Cassie. Not a good way to start her Earth realm adventure. Ariel had known freedom the last six months and tried to keep her nose clean to prevent future confinements.

“Come on, Ariel,” her best friend Sally yelled. “We won’t be able to sit together at the movies if you don’t get your act together. Matt’s waiting for us outside.”

Even though Sally was a three-thousand-year-old sprite, she was also on her first excursion out of Fairdale Springs. Her best friend had hooked up with an angel who was even older than Sally. Ariel was barely thirty-fairy-years-old, a mere child in Nana’s eyes. It didn’t matter that all three of them inhabited shells of human teenagers.

“I’m coming, but I have to be back by eight,” Ariel said. “Nana has been on the warpath the last couple of days. If I break curfew again, she’s threatened to push me through the portal in her closet back to Fairdale Springs.”

Sally frowned. “We can’t have that. You’re one of the few beings in this dimension I actually like. Everyone else is so uptight.”

Boy, did her friend properly characterize the people in this realm. Humans never seemed happy with what they had, always thriving for more. Few had the ability to relax and appreciate the things around them.

She stared at the once-barren apartment Nana had turned into a home. In the beginning, they’d spent several weekends attending one estate sale after another until her grandmother was satisfied with her surroundings.

Ariel grabbed a jacket and headed out of the apartment. Halfway through the door, she shouted, “I’m going out with Sally and Matt. I’ll be back by eight. My cell phone is fully charged and I’ll call if I run into any trouble.”

She had the bad habit of either leaving her phone at home or forgetting to plug the charger into the electrical socket. When she’d been mistakenly detained for shoplifting, she had to beg to use the store manager’s phone to contact her grandmother. Rather than having the ability to talk to Nana in private, the old man peered over her shoulder. Ariel could still feel his breath on the back of her neck, causing a shiver to run up her spine.

Matt drove a sky-blue convertible, the color of his eyes. She climbed into the backseat after saying hi to the angel. The celestial being was prompt to a fault and she managed to irk him by being a couple minutes late.

A kiss from Sally was all it took to get Matt out of his foul mood. All was forgiven with that simple act. The angel was head over heels in love with her best friend. She envied their close relationship. She knew she’d never find the perfect mate for herself.

They met up with another fae couple. She felt like the odd girl out, probably because she was.

“I purchased six tickets,” Bud said. The brownie was a linebacker on the high school football team. His enormous shell hid the wee creature within to perfection. Ariel hadn’t suspected he was fae when they first met.

There were only five of them present. She didn’t have a clue who the sixth being could be.

Meredith, a fellow sprite and Bud’s date, jabbed her in the shoulder. “We’ve set you up with someone who wanted to meet you. He’s a Tuatha De’ Danann. Don’t let it intimidate you that he’s a deity. The guy is very sweet.”

It felt as if she’d swallowed a boulder. A god was so out of her league, it wasn’t even funny. Waves of nausea overpowered her and she staggered.

“I’m not feeling so well,” she admitted. “Head on into the movie and I’ll call Nana to pick me up.”

“Don’t be such a coward,” Meredith replied. “If you don’t like him, it’ll be your first and last date with the guy. But give him a chance. In my opinion, he’s worth the time and effort. Our fathers have been friends for centuries. He’s like a brother to me, otherwise, I’d go after him myself.”

A tall gorgeous blond male walked toward them. Her heart skipped a beat. They made momentary eye contact. She looked past the perfect specimen and noted an average-looking guy with a million-dollar smile. Now that was someone she wanted to meet. Wearing a façade herself, she knew what lay underneath the appearance was all that mattered.

To her utter joy, the Adonis walked past her and connected with another group. The Average Joe stopped in front of Bud and conversed with him. She couldn’t believe her luck. Suddenly, meeting a deity didn’t feel so terrifying.

“Ariel, this is Ian,” Bud said, the two boys came alongside her and Meredith. “He’s a transfer student as well.”

Bud winked when he said transfer student. She had no idea what realm the Tuatha De’ Danann called home.

“Is Ian your given name?” Ariel asked. It seemed too simple for such a complex being.

Ian’s brown eyes warmed as he gazed at her. “My true name is too long and difficult for most to pronounce. It reflects my heritage, not who I am. I’m comfortable with Ian.”

“Ian it is then,” Ariel said. “It’s nice to meet you. I hope you like movies adapted from comic books because that’s what we’ll be seeing.”

This time when she stared at Chris Hemsworth’s Thor, she’d be seated next to an Irish deity. How cool was that?

She hoped Ian would take her hand, and tried not to giggle with pleasure when her desire became a reality. A shiver of excitement traveled up her arm. Ariel hoped her cheeks hadn’t reddened, giving away the extent of her exhilaration.

Ordinarily when they hunted for seats in the theater’s auditorium, she maneuvered to be seated behind the shortest person. Today, she didn’t care. She doubted she’d be able to concentrate on what was happening on the screen when she was seated beside a god.

“He’s nice,” Sally whispered in her ear. Her best friend had swapped seats with Matt in order to sit on her other side. “I had no idea what Meredith and Bud had planned. If you’re upset, remember, they meant well.”

She wasn’t even in the vicinity of being mad. Thrilled would be a more accurate word. Now all she had to do was not screw things up. Her talent for creating mayhem was unrivaled.

Ariel twisted to face Ian. “How long have you been in Austin?” she asked. In a crowded theater, she couldn’t ask him how long he’d been in this realm. Conversations had to be Earth-centric.

“About a week,” Ian replied. “But I’ve lived in a lot of cities. My dad’s in the military.”

It was clear Ian had been around the block multiple times. He was far more experienced in inter-dimensional travel than her. She wished they’d gone to the local burger joint instead of a movie where they’d be trapped in the auditorium for two hours with little opportunity to talk.

Her heart sank when Coming Attractions flashed on the screen. Normally she liked to see what movies would be released soon, but today it only delayed her having a real conversation with her blind date.

A particularly gruesome preview flashed on the screen. Ariel squirmed in her seat. Ian grabbed her hand and squeezed it.

“I’m not into slasher films either,” he whispered. “These humans don’t realize the true horrors that are out there. Are you old enough to have survived the Great Fae War?”

“No,” she replied, “but Sally did. She doesn’t speak much about the war.”

“Few do,” Ian admitted. “Those were truly dark days. I’m glad your innocence wasn’t tainted by what I witnessed. I’d like to see your true self one day, even though no one could argue that your shell isn’t stunning. A redhead with beautiful, sparkling green eyes is a nice start. I particularly like the freckles on your nose. To top that, you’re also a cheerleader.”

What lies had Bud and Meredith spun about her? She wasn’t a cheerleader, but Ariel wasn’t going to argue the point. She wondered why he commented about her appearance when he’d chosen an Average Joe facade. That didn’t sit well with her.

Ariel’s nervous bladder caused her to excuse herself and headed for the bathroom. As she rounded the corner in the dark auditorium, she smacked into a muscled wall then heard a grunt. Popcorn flew in all directions. Leave it to her to bump into someone who just purchased an extra-large tub of popcorn. At least the poor guy could refill the tub free of charge.

Strong arms embraced her, preventing her from falling, as popcorn showered down on them. Her toes tingled at the contact. In the darkness, she couldn’t make out his features.

“Watch where you’re going,” he snarled.

What an idiot! How can she watch where she’s going in darkness? “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.”

“You’re a disaster just ready to happen, aren’t you?” he asked. “Crap, the movie started.”

He walked out of her life as suddenly as he entered. Part of her wanted to follow him and tell him he was a horse’s ass, but her bladder had other plans. If fate wanted them to have more than a fleeting disastrous encounter, they’d meet again.

Ariel took her time returning to her seat, still shaken by her chance meeting with the popcorn-wielding male. In an auditorium full of teenagers, she assumed her mystery man was one of them. Did he go to her high school? What were the odds she had passed him countless times ignorant of his presence?

The fact Ian focused on her looks still troubled her as she picked another piece of popcorn from her wavy auburn hair. She knew her shell attracted men, regardless of her personality.

“You all right?” Sally whispered once she took her seat. Her blind date hadn’t uttered a word upon her return. “You were gone a long time. Two of the Avengers are already dead.”

She decided not to mention the popcorn incident. Nothing would come of it, so why pull her friend’s attention from the movie they’d come to see? Besides, she wasn’t gone that long.

The death toll on the screen increased but Ariel was unmoved. There was too much on her mind. Who was the mysterious male sharing his popcorn with? Probably a real blond-haired, blue-eyed cheerleader.

When the movie ended, they walked out of the auditorium as a group. 

“Why don’t I take Ariel home so I can meet her grandmother and sister,” Ian said.

Sally poked her in the arm as if Ian’s proposal was a good thing. Matt put his arm around Sally and navigated them to where they’d parked the car. Bud parked farther down the row and walked off with Meredith, shouting he’d see everyone on Monday.

Ian stopped in front of a sports car. “This is us,” he said. “I just need to put your address in my GPS.”

Ariel provided the address and sent her sister a quick text to tell her about the blind date and that she’d be returning with Ian. Cassie would prepare their grandmother for their unexpected visitor. Nana was hard to predict, so Ariel didn’t know what type of reception her date would receive.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Were all Tuatha De’ Danann as self-obsessed as Ian Champion? He did nothing but talk about himself on the ride to her apartment. Ian hadn’t even taken the time to ask her sister’s name.

She hadn’t bothered to tell Cassie that Ian was interviewing for a girlfriend. If Ariel was lucky, she’d fail the test and Ian would move on to greener pastures.

Her mind wandered to the boy she’d collided with. Did he share the popcorn with a girl, and they were currently making out in the dark auditorium between features? From the size of the tub, it was doubtful he went to the movie alone. She didn’t understand why she continually obsessed about the teen whose face she hadn’t even seen.

They climbed the stairs to her third-story apartment. The fact they didn’t dwell in a multi-million-dollar house with a view of Lake Austin should cause her to lose points on whatever rating system Ian had put together.

The front door was unlocked since her family expected them. Her grandmother had scolded her in the past for using magic to unlock the door when she had a perfectly functioning key. Part of the experience they received when traveling to different dimensions was to live as the world’s population did. Humans didn’t use magic, only the fae who visited this realm did.

Her grandmother met them with a plate of warm chocolate chip cookies. She’d noticed the wonderful scent as they neared the apartment. The matriarch of their family had gone all out for their guest.

Nana had her aim-to-please smile plastered on her face. Ian was the first deity her grandmother ever entertained and she’d fallen hook, line, and sinker for him. The longer Ariel knew Ian, the less impressed she became.

“I knew Ariel was meant for someone special.” Her grandmother literally glowed with pride as her aura leaked through her human façade. “Just look at the beautiful shell the council granted my baby fairy with.”

Ariel’s face reddened at Nana’s sycophantic rant. She barely recognized the grandmother she loved. Cassie circled her eyes to heaven as surprised at their grandmother’s behavior as she was.

“Yes, Ariel is exceptional,” Ian commented. “The negotiations are going along well with your daughter and son-in-law.”

She didn’t understand what negotiations he’d have with her parents, but the whole conversation troubled her. It really bothered Ariel that they spoke of her as if she wasn’t in the room.

Her grandmother had transformed the living room into something out of a House Beautiful magazine using magic. The room didn’t have the charm it had mere hours before. Ariel continued to stand, too uncomfortable to sit in one of the expensive chairs Nana conjured.

“We can be traced back to the creation of the great fae families,” her grandmother stated. “Even during the dark days of the war, our family retained control of Fairdale Springs, preventing it from falling into ruin. I guess you can call us fae royalty.”

Ariel had pleaded over the years to learn more about their origins, but her parents kept her ignorant of the magical power they wielded. It hurt that she’d learned the truth because Nana shared the story with a suiter.

Ian gazed upon her as if she were a show horse he planned to purchase. In essence, that was what was happening around her. He didn’t attempt to woo her, but her grandmother.

She felt a slight tug on her head. “Why is there popcorn in your hair?” Cassie asked. “Did you get into some type of concession stand food fight? My sister is a trouble magnet.”

Under different circumstances, Ariel would’ve been furious with her sister. This evening, she wanted to kiss Cassie for painting an unflattering picture of her. Cassie winked at her after she turned her head in Ariel’s direction.

“No,” she replied. “I just ran into a guy carrying a tub of popcorn. Typical, where I’m concerned. Nana, I hope you still aren’t upset about the vase I was indirectly responsible for breaking.”

Her grandmother pursed her lips together. Magic emanated from Nana’s façade, tempering the woman’s reaction to what she said. The matriarch knew exactly what Ariel was up to.

“I whipped up a light dinner since I knew you didn’t have time to eat after the movie,” her grandmother said. “Ariel, why don’t you join me in the kitchen and lend me a hand. Cassie, you can tell Ian how wonderful Ariel plays the piano.”

Ariel was more than happy to accompany her grandmother. As soon as they arrived in the kitchen, Nana took her by the shoulders and shook her. “What are you doing? I knew someone would be calling for you at the council’s request. Never in a million years would I have imagined it would be a god. My great-grandchildren will be demigods.”

She’d had enough. “Slow down, Nana. I just met the guy and you’re already talking about babies. Besides, based on what I’ve seen so far, Ian isn’t the guy for me.”

“Are you out of your mind?” her grandmother cried. “He’s a god!”

“He’s a narcissistic, egomaniac,” Ariel replied. “Has he asked a single question or made a comment about anything other than himself since he entered the apartment? I’ll save you the effort of thinking; he hasn’t.”

Nana waved away her comment. “You watch too much television. The council has bestowed a great gift upon you. It would be impolite not to accept the destiny our ruling body has in store for you.”

Ariel couldn’t agree. Ian wasn’t going to be part of her future; she just wasn’t sure how she was going to achieve that.

 


Chapter Two

Ariel decided to make dodging Ian at school on Monday a game. Before he left the apartment Saturday night, he commanded they have lunch together in the cafeteria today. No one other than her parents or grandmother ordered her around.

She’d been back at the high school for five minutes when, out of the corner of her eye, Ariel spotted Ian. She escaped through the first door she came to and was immediately blocked by a warm body.

“Oh, god, it’s you,” a familiar voice said.

She looked into the bluer-than-blue-eyes of the Adonis from the other night. What were the odds that the same boy was the popcorn dude?

Her heart pounded in her chest with excitement. She thought of all the mischief she could get into with this boy.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ariel feigned ignorance. There was no way he could identify her from the encounter in the dark auditorium, especially two days later.

“What disaster are you trying to escape from now?” he asked. The answer was running into Ian, but she wasn’t going to admit that. “You know you’re in the boy’s restroom, right?”

 Ariel shrieked and shielded her eyes. She exited through the door she’d just come through. To her horror, Ian and Bud were standing there. They both gave her questioning looks.

Ian’s expression changed from confusion at seeing her exiting the boy’s restroom to anger in a manner of seconds. “What are you doing here?”

She knew he wasn’t talking to her since his eyes were fixed above her head. His anger focused on the boy behind her.

“My sister is in this realm,” the popcorn boy said. “I thought you knew that, cousin.”

Another Tuatha De’ Danann stood behind her. His icy tone indicated there was no love lost between the two deities. Somehow, she’d positioned herself in the middle of a conflict between gods. It shouldn’t have surprised her knowing her luck as of late.

“The sprite is meant for me, Lorenzo,” Ian growled.

Naturally, the new deity would choose the name of the patron of the Italian Renaissance, Lorenzo, the Magnificent. He certainly looked the part.

Ariel’s heart skipped a beat when warm hands caressed her shoulders. She wanted to be alone with him, not in a crowded high school hallway. That thought sobered her.

She stepped out of Lorenzo’s reach. “We should all get to homeroom. I don’t want Mr. Dawson to rag on me for being late again.”

Ian wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “I don’t fear a human, but I’ll walk you to your homeroom to make sure you aren’t bothered again.”

Various students did a double-take as they passed. The human students reacted to the Average Joe walking with his arm around the prettiest girl in school. How ignorant they were of the true identities of the two beings before them.

“You’ve got to play the game, Ian,” Ariel said. “Instead of being a god, you’re in this realm as a teenage boy. No rights, no say, and forced to be a rule follower. It’s too easy to blow your cover if you don’t act properly.”

“It will be nice not having people falling to their knees before me, asking me to perform a miracle,” Ian commented. “Stay away from Lorenzo. Trouble follows him wherever he goes.”

“I know the feeling,” she muttered to herself.

“What?” Ian asked.

“Nothing,” she replied. “Are you two really related?”

Ian groaned. “Yes, unfortunately, our fathers are brothers. I guess you can call him the black sheep of our family. He’s probably been banished to live with his sister in this dimension for the time being. Lorenzo doesn’t respect our ways.”

How many times had her parents said the same thing about her? There was a reason they kept her away from the sprite court and ultimately turned her over to her grandmother.

“In what way?” she asked.

His jaw clenched. “I would rather not talk about my cousin. Your outfit doesn’t properly reflect your future station. I must talk to your grandmother.”

Ariel looked down at her jeans and the T-shirt with a popular designer name printed across her chest. She dressed like other teenagers.

“The idea is to blend in,” Ariel informed him.

“But you don’t,” Ian pointed out. “The façade the council gave you causes every male to take a second look at the beautiful creature they just passed. You will soon be a consort to a god and should dress appropriately. Your appearance should cause people to worship at your feet.”

Everything he said was contrary to the rules the council put in place for inter-dimensional visitations. They were to experience life in the shadows, not be centerstage. Besides, she didn’t want people worshiping her.

“We’re here,” she said with relief. “Thanks for walking me to homeroom. I’ll see you at lunch.”

Ariel entered the room and took her seat next to Sally seconds before the bell rang.

“Boy, you’re cutting it close,” Sally commented. “Mr. Dawson’s eyes were glued to the clock waiting for you to be late. He actually licked his lips in anticipation. He needs a good –”

She playfully punched Sally in the arm before she could finish her statement. Mr. Dawson immediately went into reading the day’s announcements. Before the semester ended, Ariel feared Sally would lose her patience when it came to Dawson and would tell him off.

Rather than dragging, the morning flew by. She dreaded seeing Ian and hearing what he expected of her. She knew the arrangement her parents made with the council was a means to control her. A marriage to a deity would prevent her from returning to Fairdale Springs. That thought saddened her.

Ian waved her down when she entered the cafeteria. He’d purchased her a simple green salad for lunch. The control freak wanted to impact every aspect of her life, including what she ate.

“You know, my façade won’t gain weight regardless of how much I eat,” Ariel commented. “This meal won’t give me enough energy to get through the afternoon. I won’t be able to concentrate because I’ll be thinking about how hungry I am.”

Sally placed half her tuna salad sandwich on Ariel’s plate and Matt poured half his bag of potato chips on the napkin on her tray. She bit into the sandwich, daring Ian to say something. He had the sense to keep his mouth shut.

When her best friend broke her chocolate chip cookie in half, Ariel happily accepted it. Knowing how much Sally loved chocolate, it was a generous gift from her friend.

After finishing the remainder of her salad and the bottle of water Ian purchased for her, Ariel rose. “I should head off to my next class.”

“Keep your head up high, Ariel,” Sally said. “Your dreaded math class will be over before you know it. I wish I could pass along my love for figures to you. Everything is black and white, there is no gray. Two plus two will always equal four. There is comfort in that fact.”

She wished she could think along the lines of how Sally’s mind worked. Maybe she’d be in greater control of her life if she did. Her friend had been on her own for so long and she’d managed extremely well, as far as she knew. Sally rarely talked about her past.

After she arrived in the classroom, Ariel copied the formula written on the back blackboard. She wished what she wrote made sense. The fabled lightbulb in her brain didn’t turn on. They were just numbers on a page.

“We’ve got a new student in our class today,” Mrs. Edwards said. “Everyone, this is Lorenzo Champion.”

Her head spun around at the announcement. Lorenzo’s eyes were focused on her face. His grin widened into a smile when Mrs. Edwards asked him to take the desk behind her.

She clenched the pencil in her hand until it broke in two. There had to be a reason why fate continually placed Lorenzo in her path. It couldn’t be clearer that she belonged with him, not Ian.

“Funny running into you again,” Lorenzo said. “I guess we’ll have to get together after class so you can help me catch up.”

Ariel swore under her breath. Math was the last class she could help anyone with. She was the one who needed a life preserver where algebra was concerned. Who cared what X equaled?

“Sally’s really good at math,” Ariel said. “I’m sure she’ll be willing to help.”

“Why not you?” he asked.

She turned and focused on Mrs. Edwards proofing the formula on the front board instead of responding to Lorenzo. Of all the classes he could have been in with her, why math? Her hatred for the subject became so intense, it took on a life of its own. Paranoia took over. Arithmetic was out to get her.

“You’re being overdramatic,” Lorenzo whispered in her ear. “There isn’t a math monster. It’s just another way of reasoning.”

Her mouth became dry. Lorenzo had heard her thoughts. How was that even possible? She needed to talk to Sally. Thank goodness they had physical education together next period.

For the next thirty minutes, Ariel guarded her thoughts. Her whole being concentrated on Mrs. Edwards proving equation after equation in order to block him from her mind. To her amazement, she began to pick up snippets of what Mrs. Edwards was trying to get across to her students. Her math teacher even smiled in her direction once.

When the end-of-the-period bell rang, Ariel flew out of her chair. Lorenzo called her name, but she ran until she reached the girl’s locker room.

Ariel dressed and sat on the bench waiting for Sally. After Sally arrived, her friend quickly changed into her gym clothes in record time. She must have sensed Ariel needed to talk to her alone. They left the locker room and headed for the athletic field, side-by-side.

“Lorenzo can read my mind,” Ariel said.

Sally frowned. “Who’s Lorenzo?”

She’d forgotten that Sally hadn’t been in front of the boy’s bathroom this morning. During the movie, Ariel hadn’t told her about the popcorn encounter and she didn’t call her friend over the weekend to tell her about how much she’d come to dislike Ian.

“I’m a terrible friend,” Sally concluded after Ariel brought her up to speed. “Once upon a time, I had powerful friends. If you’d like, I can make some covert inquiries about how binding the arrangement your parents made with the Tuatha De’ Danann hierarchy is.”

There had to be a reason why Sally kept her past to herself. Ariel didn’t want to jeopardize whatever her friend had put in place to protect herself.

“No, I can’t ask that of you,” she said. “I appreciate you being willing to put yourself out there for me. It’s about time I stood up for myself and how I want to live my life. My parents and grandmother want the best for me, but they don’t really know who I am. All they see is that I embarrass them. Tying me to a deity, especially this one, is crazy.”

“Lorenzo isn’t like his cousin, I take it,” Sally said.

She shook her head. “Not even close. But I barely know either of them. Maybe I need to get past the last few days and have an open mind going forward where they’re both concerned.”

It seemed like a great plan, one an adult would come up with.

When they reached the field, they broke into two teams to play softball. She was on the team to bat first. Since she was the fourth to hit, she sat on the bench and thought about the state of her life instead of the game.

Someone nudged her, letting her know she was on deck. Her team had two girls on base. Unless Sally hit into a triple play, she’d be up to bat next. Softball was one sport she was good at. Despite her petite form, she could hit the crap out of the ball. Generally, she batted cleanup and hit her fellow teammates home.

Sally knocked the ball to deep center field, allowing each of the runners to advance once it was caught and they tagged up. None of the girls on the opposing team had a strong enough arm to throw the ball to an infielder before the runners safely advanced.

“Imagine the ball is Ian’s face,” Sally said as she passed. She’d make sure her friend’s sacrifice resulted in at least one run.

Ariel took Sally’s advice, and with the first pitch, she swung away. There was a certain sound a homerun ball made when it connected with the bat. It was the sweetest sound and it didn’t hurt that she imagined Ian’s face on the leather.

The two girls she batted in were waiting for her after she rounded third base. Her teammates hugged her and they made way for the next hitter and the game continued.

She returned to the bench after their gym teacher gave her a high-five.

“Nice hit,” a voice in her head said. “I’m glad it wasn’t my face you imagined on the ball.”

 The voice startled her. She knew it wasn’t generated from within her own brain. Ariel looked around and noted Lorenzo on the field’s other baseball diamond.

“What do you know about telepathy?” she asked Sally.

“Why?” her friend inquired.

“Because I think Lorenzo just sent me a message telepathically,” she responded.

Sally leaned past her and stared across the field. A smile crossed her face.

“He’s not the Greek god?” she asked.

“No, he’s an Irish deity,” Ariel said. “But you found the right guy.”

It boggled the mind that although she wasn’t into appearances as a measure of someone’s worth, Ariel had fallen for an incredible-looking guy. Together, they wouldn’t get strange looks from other kids, which in the grand scheme of things was crazy.

Lorenzo knew how she looked was a mere shell and he must have known she was meant for his cousin. Did he really like her or did he enter her life to screw Ian? She couldn’t invest any more of her heart until she had an answer to that question.

 


Chapter Three

A fae’s shell rarely resembled the true face of the being within. Where her sister Cassie was concerned, that wasn’t the case. Cassie’s stunning façade was nearly the mirror image of her fae face with slight modifications to appear human.

Her honey-colored hair was the exact shade it had been in Fairdale Springs. Cassie’s light green eyes were mesmerizing. Men should be lined up at the front door to date her sister. However, where the opposite sex was concerned, Cassie wasn’t interested. Her sister was a workaholic and rarely went out on a date. When she wasn’t working at the boutique, she designed outfits she’d ultimately sell.

Cassie had a knack for creating clothing that brought out the best in a woman. Her customers wore her sister’s creations with pride. Ariel had been foolish enough to decline her sister’s offer to design a dress specifically with her in mind.

When Ariel arrived home, she immediately went to her sister’s room to talk with her about what happened with Lorenzo. After knocking, Ariel entered at her sister’s invitation.

Her sister leaned over a bolt of cloth she prepared to cut a pattern from. “What’s up, squirt?”

It was hard not to smile at the nickname Cassie had given her the first time she saw Ariel’s façade’s petite stature. There wasn’t anyone she loved more in the multi-verses. On more than one occasion, Cassie argued with their parents in her defense. Regardless of what fate may have in store for her, she knew Cassie had her back.

“There’s this boy—” Ariel started to say.

“Oh, god,” Cassie cried. “Don’t tell me you’re really into Ian. That brown-noser certainly captured Nana’s favor. I always thought you had better sense.”

Ariel shrugged. “Who knows what Dad was like when Mom brought him home for the first time to meet Nana. He must have been scared to death. I know she claims not to care about power, but our grandmother is the most ambitious one in the family. Mom and Dad don’t bother to hide it.”

Her sister looked up after attaching the last piece of the pattern to the fabric. Ariel knew her sister was a master multi-tasker and would not be distracted as she worked on the outfit while they talked. That was another talent of hers she envied.

“There’s this guy I just met and he communicated telepathically with me after reading my mind in class,” she informed her sister.

Cassie blinked several times. “A human boy?”

She shook her head. “A Tuatha De’ Danann. He’s Ian’s cousin, although they pretty much hate each other.”

A frown crossed Cassie’s face. Ariel knew her sister leaped to the same conclusion she had; Lorenzo was using her.

“Were your thoughts generic or specific when he read your mind?” her sister asked. “So-called ‘human psychics’ can make a nice living using their ability to read people.”

“Very specific,” she replied. “I kind of took the subject of math and morphed it into a monster like Godzilla.”

They both broke into laughter. It felt great to join her sister in laughing about the absurdity of her thoughts.

“You hate math with the same intensity I had for gymnastics,” Cassie commented. “I never saw the point of whirling around on the uneven bars when I can fly. Anyway, the new guy is probably your soul mate. Only your other half can read your mind and communicate without vocalizing words.”

Ariel sighed with relief. “Then I’m free from whatever Mom and Dad had put in place related to Ian.”

Her sister shook her head. “I wish it was that simple. Love or having a fated mate has nothing to do with marriage negotiations. As ridiculous as it sounds, it’s the truth. There’s no room for feelings when it comes to increasing the family’s power. When have either Mom or Dad considered your feelings when it came to anything related to you?”

A tear ran down Ariel’s cheek. She brushed it away with her hand. Too bad she couldn’t eliminate the hurt with as little effort. Ariel collapsed on Cassie’s bed, emotionally drained.

“Is there anything I can do?” she asked her sister.

Her sister put down the scissors she held and joined her on the bed. They lay side-by-side and stared at the ceiling. Cassie had painted a purple nebula on the ceiling. The beautiful mural helped to calm her.

“You said this guy is Ian’s cousin. Maybe they can just swap names on the contract.”

Ariel groaned. Based on what Ian said about his cousin, it was doubtful Lorenzo held any relevance with the power structure negotiating with her parents. Her stomach churned in response to her defeat.

She needed to wipe Lorenzo from her mind and accept her fate. Being Ian’s bride would give her a different type of freedom, subject to whatever limitations her future husband had in store for her. Maybe they’d go to visit Fairdale Springs. After everything, she still missed her parents.

Cassie rolled over and faced her. “Your only hope is for Nana to prefer the new boy over Ian. Based on what I saw on Saturday, that will be an uphill battle.”

Any reasonable person would believe she had a Herculean effort ahead of her. If Hercules could accomplish his tasks, so could she. Before she was done, Nana would love Lorenzo. Now all she had to do was figure out how to make him loveable.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Ariel returned to the high school and headed straight for the track. She needed to clear her mind, and physical activity usually did the trick. To refer to her façade as a shell wasn’t quite right. Her being merged with the living organism created specifically to house her true self. There was a symmetry between her host and her being. Someone once tried to explain the science to her, but it was a waste of time. Science baffled her in the same way math did, but to a lesser degree.

She’d changed into running shoes and leggings before she left the apartment. The football team was on the field, but the coaches kept them busy so she didn’t have to worry about being heckled by them.

Not only was she a terrific softball player, but she also loved to run. It was the closest thing to flying she could do in this form. Her hair blew in the wind as she raced around the first turn on the track.

Her grandmother wasn’t a pushover. She’d have to build a logical, practical case. Asking for the moon wouldn’t get her what she wanted. Releasing herself from any commitment related to Ian was her primary goal. Why substitute one shackle for another? She didn’t want to be engaged to Lorenzo but be given the opportunity to get to know him.

Well into her third mile, she still hadn’t come up with a workable plan. She’d eliminated each thought she’d built upon, even those with multiple alternatives she’d developed.

It wasn’t lost on her that Nana still considered her a child. Her shell just reinforced the illusion of youth. The fact she still had a lot of growing up to do should be her primary argument to her grandmother that marriage at this point in her life didn’t make sense. Similar words were voiced by Nana herself.

“You’ve got a nice stride,” a voice commented in her mind.

She slowed to let the person behind her catch up. Lorenzo jogged alongside her. Ariel was huffing and puffing while her companion seemed barely impacted.

He wore gym shorts and the high school T-shirt. It was obvious he worked out in the gym. This wasn’t a body of a typical high school junior. His muscular, toned legs caused her to temporarily lose her train of thought. She cast her eyes away from his torso as they moved up his body.

“Why haven’t you tried out for the football team?” she asked.

“It wouldn’t be fair,” he said. “Even though I’m wearing a façade, my strength leaks from time to time. If I joined the team, I could hurt someone unintentionally.”

The fact he thought about the human children he could adversely impact touched her heart. There was more to this being than he’d displayed so far.

Ariel gazed at the boys on the field. She saw Matt and Bud. One face was missing.

“Is that why Ian didn’t try out for the team?” Ariel asked.

The boy beside her laughed. “My cousin doesn’t like to get sweaty. It’s beneath him. He’ll do gentlemen sports like fencing or horseback riding. Certainly not a sport that causes him to have physical contact with another.”

She chuckled along with him. “Maybe he can join the chess club or debate team. They exercise their minds, not their bodies.”

“They’ll kick his ass,” Lorenzo replied. “My cousin has taken advantage of the power we wield within our community. He never had to rely solely on his own talents and intellect. A union with a beautiful sprite will further his standing with no effort on his part, even though you aren’t a deity.”

“Not even close,” she muttered to herself, “but don’t tell my mother that.”

It was so easy to talk to him. She didn’t have to pretend to be something she wasn’t or hide her true self. The advantages of being in the Earth realm far exceeded the disadvantages, but she missed being in her sprite form.

“We’re both outsiders because we don’t conform to the norms of fae society or what our families expect of us,” Lorenzo said. “No wonder they sent us here as teenagers. I guess we’ll travel from world to world until we accept their ideas and the life they expect us to live.”

So many fae in this dimension were here as a reward, like Sally. For her and Lorenzo, it was the exact opposite. She knew the truth about why she was in the Earth dimension but didn’t want to admit it to herself. Now, she had a partner in crime.

“How would you like to meet my grandmother?” she asked.

Maybe it was time to get a little dirty and not keep her nose clean. Getting into a little mischief sounded like the right way to go. She’d been playing by their rules too long.

“Sounds like a plan,” Lorenzo said. “Let me take a quick shower. I’ll meet you by the bleachers. You can cheer on your friends in the meantime.”

There was no telling how much he knew about her and the people she hung out with. Since he could read her mind, it was possible he pulled everything he needed.

“I have some morals,” he communicated in her mind. “I’ve noticed who you hung out with, even though you may not have noticed me originally. It was impossible to miss you when I walked past you Saturday night. I was at the movies with my sister and brother-in-law. She loves popcorn. I figured you storming into me was fate.”

She looked at it the same way. Not knowing how quickly he showered, she jogged to the bleachers and made herself comfortable. The boys were now running sprints. With each pairing, she guessed which of the two would win the heat.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” Sally asked as she joined her.

“Things were bearing down on me,” she admitted. “I came here to think and ran into Lorenzo. Fate keeps bringing us together. He’s showering after his workout. I plan to introduce him to Nana. Do you have any words of wisdom to share?”

Sally stretched, extending her long legs to the metal bench below them. Her own legs couldn’t reach that far. The council had given her friend a powerful body but Sally only saw the negative aspects of it. Not uncommon for the girls in this dimension.

It was ironic the façade Sally hated had attracted an angel. Matt had been smitten with her friend from the instant he collided into her going after a wayward football.

“Lorenzo’s shell is beautiful,” Sally commented, “although it’s not his true body. Tell your grandmother about what it is you love about him.”

Easier said than done. There was something about Lorenzo that attracted her, but she didn’t know if she could put it into words. He was irritating as well as charming. One contradiction after another confounded her. Yet, there was something about him that fascinated her.

“Should I mention the mind reading and telepathy?” Surely Nana would favor this match if she understood what they were to each other.

“Nice pass, baby,” Sally yelled after watching the spiral Matt threw to one of the receivers. “I love how he looks in his football uniform. It’s the only devilish thing about him.”

“What is it about Matt that you love?” Ariel asked.

Sally’s face flushed. “From the start, he was so attentive. He takes care of me without smothering me. He laughs at my jokes and doesn’t take himself too seriously. Matt protected me against my enemies and never asked anything in exchange.”

Ariel wished she could communicate to Nana her feelings for Lorenzo with the same eloquence Sally just displayed. How could she explain the inexplicable way she was drawn to him?

“And the telepathic thing?” Ariel asked.

Her friend turned from watching the boys on the field and faced her. “I think you’ve reached the point you need to be totally truthful with your grandmother. If you want her help, you have to properly arm her. She’ll feel betrayed if you’ve hidden anything from her and it comes out later.”

She leaned back and concentrated on her classmates on the field. They lost their last game and the coaches were being particularly hard on them today to prepare them for Friday night’s game. Their coaches were sharing everything they knew with the boys.

The backdoor to the boy’s locker room opened, but it wasn’t Lorenzo who exited. Her heart rate quickened seeing the man who approached.

“Crap,” she cried. “Simon Pillsbury is here. You don’t think he’s back because of Ian and Lorenzo, do you? I can’t talk to the Grand Inquisitor right now.”

She couldn’t think but opened her mind. Ariel had to warn Lorenzo so he could gather what he needed. Simon Pillsbury had the power to ruin everything.

 


Chapter Four

The bulldog of the fae council petrified Ariel. He always had an agenda when he arrived in the Earth dimension. Ariel had a sick feeling he was after her this time. Sally had been one of Simon Pillsbury’s targets on one of his last visits, but the angelic ruling body had interfered in his attempt to expel Sally from this realm.

“Don’t freak out,” Sally said. “We were able to neutralize him before. He’s not as invincible as he pretends to be. You keep telling me how much clout your grandmother has, just remind yourself of that fact.”

She needed to listen to her friend and calm down. The last thing she wanted was to let Pillsbury see how shaken she was. Besides, she had not one, but two Tuatha De’ Danann on her side. Neither Ian nor Lorenzo was subject to the fae council’s edicts.

Butterflies swarmed in her stomach as Simon Pillsbury stood before them. He used the same unattractive shell during each trip. Appearances meant nothing when it came to the being within. Simon certainly proved that.

“Hello, girls,” Agent Pillsbury said. “Ariel, I’d like to talk with you if you’ve got a minute.”

“She doesn’t,” a voice behind them said. Lorenzo walked around the side of the bleachers and confronted Simon. “We have a date to meet with Ariel’s grandmother. I was raised that you don’t keep an elder waiting.”

Ariel bit her tongue in order not to squeal with joy. She’d never witnessed Simon Pillsbury back down before. It was doubtful the agent dealt with too many deities in his job.

Victory turned into defeat when Pillsbury disregarded her would-be boyfriend. The sides of his mouth morphed into a slight grin. Simon appeared to be enjoying himself.

“It will only take a couple of minutes, young man,” Simon said. “We certainly don’t want to keep her grandmother waiting.”

She didn’t want to appear to be a coward in front of Lorenzo. Ariel had survived her past interviews with the worm, she’d do it again.

“What do you want to know, Mr. Pillsbury?” Ariel asked.

“Take a walk with me. You’re certainly dressed for it,” Simon responded.

Fashion commentary notwithstanding, Ariel rose to meet with the man. Her parents were powerful beings and he knew it. Maybe he was here to approve or veto the match between herself and Ian. She straightened her shoulders and walked beside the Grand Inquisitor.

“Are you up to being the mate of a Tuatha De’ Danann?” Simon asked. “My impression of you is that you’re weak and can easily be manipulated.”

Ariel shrugged. “That’s probably a good characteristic for the mate of an egocentric, weak deity. It’s my understanding that Ian has a high opinion of himself without the goods to back it up. If my parents desire such a union, I don’t think you or I have the ability to stop it from occurring.”

Simon looked at her as if he saw her for the first time. “Very good, young woman. What about the impolite Tuatha De’ Danann I just encountered? How does he fit into the picture?”

For the first time, Ariel believed she faced an ally, instead of an enemy. She didn’t know who Simon Pillsbury represented this time around. He tended to be someone’s errand boy.

“What would the council like in this instance?” she asked.

“There is a power struggle within the Tuatha De’ Danann hierarchy,” Simon said. “It is even tearing families into two. The council is torn between which faction to support. You have been wedged in between that struggle.”

“Great,” she muttered. “Any pearls of wisdom you wish to share?”

Simon shook his head. “I’m just here to make sure you don’t do anything rash before the council decides who to support. You are a bargaining chip.”

Her positive feelings for Simon took a deep nosedive. He was back to vermin status.

“If there isn’t anything else, I’m going to head home,” she told Simon. “My grandmother is a great judge of character. She’s met Ian and now I’m going to introduce her to Lorenzo. We’ll see what happens then.”

“You’re a young sprite who missed the Great Fae War,” Pillsbury said. “If things heat up further and arguments within the council don’t become more cordial, we may be facing a second war.”

She shivered at the thought. Simon might as well have told her doomsday was right around the corner. She turned her back on Pillsbury and ran to where Lorenzo and Sally stood. They hadn’t interfered in her discussion with the Grand Inquisitor.

“We need to talk to Nana. Sally, you need to join us,” Ariel said. “Matt should also come along. There is a war brewing and we need to stop it.”

Lorenzo didn’t blink. He must have known what was going on and may have been brought to this dimension to safeguard the young god. When they finally reached her grandmother, he had better confess to what he knew.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Ariel debated on the way home what to tell her grandmother. They answered all the questions Matt asked. He hadn’t been aware of who and what Lorenzo was. It was nice having an angel on their side. She hadn’t told any of the three about her conversation with Simon Pillsbury. Full disclosure would occur when they were in front of Nana.

Her grandmother and Cassie welcomed their guests when they arrived. Nana had cooked up a storm. She must have known they would have company. The matriarch of their family was in her best dress and had been to the beauty shop.

“Aren’t you a handsome lad,” Nana said. “You look more like a deity than your cousin, but then again, the quality of a man isn’t based on his appearance.”

Nana took Lorenzo’s arm and guided him to the living room where beverages and appetizers waited on the coffee table. Everything around her was foreign, yet the same. It was as if the pod people had taken over her grandmother. For the second time, Nana entertained a god.

This time around, Nana hadn’t altered their living room. Her grandmother must have sensed there was no need to impress Lorenzo with their affluence.

She couldn’t sit back and not say anything as benign conversations took place around her. Everyone adhered to the niceties when people met for the first time. The information Simon shared had scared her.

“Nana, are you aware of what has been going on with our council over the feud between the Tuatha De’ Danann?” Her voice shook with the anxiety she felt.

“My people will settle the disagreement without any interference by the fae council,” Lorenzo said. “There’s always some squabble occurring between us. I’m glad they sent me here as they try to work things out. It’s peaceful in this realm.”

Ariel couldn’t believe her ears. How could Lorenzo turn a blind eye to what was occurring? She hadn’t discounted what Simon Pillsbury told her. He had no reason to exaggerate the significance of the conflict.

“What do you know, Nana?” Ariel asked. “I’m not the child my appearance indicates. None of us are. Are we facing another Great Fae War?”

Sally paled at her words. “How can that be?” her friend whispered.

The thought was too terrible to contemplate, but she couldn’t ignore the fact Simon had come to her. He had confidence that she could sway things and stop the inevitable destruction, as hard as that was to envision.

 All eyes were on her grandmother as Nana squirmed in her chair. She definitely knew something.

“We sprites are beautiful creatures,” Nana said. “Very few know the extent of the magic we can wield. Even the gods are envious. Other fae underestimate what we can do. Sally can verify what I say is the truth if you question my words.”

She took her friend’s hand and squeezed it. “I don’t, Nana. But I want to understand what I have to do with all of this.”

Her grandmother picked up her teacup and took several sips. Ariel wondered what was going on in Nana’s complex mind. The secrets this sprite held were vast.

“I have twenty grandchildren,” Nana said. “Each so unique and promising. Cassie is so creative. She designed the dress I’m wearing. Two of them sit on the council. Olympia can fold space – a true miracle. And then there’s you, Ariel.”

There wasn’t anything special about her. She was a disaster ready to happen as Lorenzo so rightly described her. Now she’d hear from her grandmother about how the council and her family viewed her.

“My granddaughter has the undeveloped talent to grow consensus between those around her,” Nana said. “We brought her to this dimension as a last fling before she takes on her role that will help to prevent wars.”

Ariel stared at her grandmother. What in the world was she talking about? Ariel possessed no such gift. She tended to create chaos, not harmony. If she were capable of such abilities, some of that talent would’ve leaked through over the years. They obviously had the wrong girl.

“What have you been smoking, Nana?” she asked.

“I said it’s a latent gift,” her grandmother clarified. “My mother had the same ability. She didn’t come into her talents until after she had her first child. You possess the same birthmark she bore. It’s the sign of an empath with the ability to share her gift. The talent is rare in the universe and only occurs among our people. We noted the mark shortly after your birth and purposely kept you away from court.”

Her isolated upbringing had nothing to do with the trouble she got into, but the talent she’d been born with. Her mischievous nature was a byproduct of boredom, not something that was inherent in her personality. She felt cheated.

Ariel got to her feet. “I need some air.”

She headed for the door and exited, not paying attention to any of the voices calling after her. Ariel wanted to be alone. Her parents had put her in a position where she had been on her own most of her life.

In all probability, someone would be designated to go after her. Ariel wondered who they would select to talk her off the proverbial ledge.

“Wait up,” her sister yelled after her as she ran down the street.

Cassie had never done anything to harm her. She stopped and allowed her sister to catch up. Maybe she would have the answers Ariel sought.

“How much did you know?” she asked.

Her sister embraced her. It felt wonderful.

“I know they treated you differently than me,” Cassie confessed. “They gave me art classes and allowed me to have an array of friends. I never understood why they isolated you and gave you so much to read. It’s been wonderful living with you the last six months. I believed whatever our parents planned was coming to fruition.”

Everything started to make sense. When she was little, her nannies told her wonderful stories about different worlds and beings. As her reading level increased, the stories came from the books she read. Her extensive library included works of philosophers from different universes and their histories.

“What has a match between me and Ian got to prove?” she asked. “If I have this power, isn’t it to everyone’s benefit? Why turn me over to the Tuatha De’ Danann?”

She had a million more questions but didn’t want to overburden her sister.

“Where Ian is concerned, I’m as clueless as you are,” her sister said. “I can’t imagine Mom and Dad would go so far as to tie you to someone you don’t love, for political reasons. As far as I can tell, Ian would be a terrible match for you. He’s so controlling.”

Ariel smiled. Her sister saw the same things in Ian as she had. She knew her sister didn’t like Ian, her reasons mirroring her own.

“I can’t believe Nana would go along with all of this.” Ariel guessed she didn’t know her grandmother as well as she thought.

“As far as I can see, she hasn’t,” Cassie said. “You brought Ian over and now she’s been introduced to Lorenzo. I imagine Nana will support you with whatever you decide.”

All evidence pointed to the contrary. Her grandmother had allowed her parents to keep her in isolation. She’d been thrilled when she was sent to the Earth realm to live with her since she loved the rare occasions her grandmother came to visit.

“Do you think Nana will let me date Lorenzo?” she asked. “There’s something about him that draws me. He’s not at all like Ian.”

A large smile blossomed on Cassie’s face. “You like him,” she crooned.

“A little too much,” she admitted. “I think I’d be more upset about things if it weren’t for Lorenzo.”

“Then I’ll do everything in my power to sway Nana if it’s required.” Once again, Cassie came to her rescue. “Let’s go back. Nana made enchiladas for dinner with fresh guacamole. She was about to pull the dish out of the oven before I left. We don’t want to miss dinner.”

They walked home together. Her mouth continued to water at the thought of her Nana’s famous enchiladas. Everything was made from scratch, even the tortillas.

There were so many things she had to deal with. Focusing on Lorenzo seemed to be the smart first move. She’d need other allies against her parents.

The apartment smelled wonderful when they returned. Everyone was seated in the dining room. Piles of food remained in the center of the table untouched awaiting their return.

Lorenzo sat beside her grandmother with the two chairs to his left empty, reserved for her and Cassie. Her sister sat beside Matt and Ariel took her place next to Lorenzo. As soon as they were seated, there was a mad rush for the serving utensils.

Because the enchilada dish was still hot with bubbling cheese, Nana assigned Lorenzo the job of serving everyone the entree. Ariel thanked him after he served her. She picked up her fork and was about to dig in when she noticed her grandmother frowning.

“What’s wrong, Nana?” she asked.

“Young man, how did you know to serve Ariel from the portion that didn’t have raw onions on top?” her grandmother asked. “That square was not adjacent to the spot you were serving from.”

Lorenzo looked between the two of them. “She doesn’t like raw onions.”

“But how did you know that?” Nana asked. “As far as I know, this is the first meal you’ve had together. Popcorn doesn’t count.”

She smiled at her grandmother’s amused tone when referencing the popcorn incident.  While she was gone, he must have shared with Nana how they met.

He turned to her and lifted a single eyebrow. “You need to tell her.”

Ariel had planned to tell Nana everything and with the people most dear to her around the table, now seemed like the right time.

“Lorenzo can read my mind and communicate with me telepathically,” she shared. “I know Mom and Dad are using me as some kind of bargaining chip, but I don’t want to be with Ian. It would be wrong to be promised to another being when I have a psychic connection with another.”

Tears ran down her grandmother’s cheek.

“What’s wrong, Nana?” Cassie asked.

“Nothing, my girls,” Nana replied. “Everything is right. When my mother married, it was an arrangement to bring two great houses together. Although she bore the mark, she never met the one who would enhance her powers. Her fated mate. Ariel, you’ve met yours. Together, you’ll bring harmony back to our realms.”

Conversations ceased and no one took another bite. It was a lot to take in. Too much. Waves of nausea overtook her and she ran toward the bathroom to empty her stomach.

 


Chapter Five

“You certainly know how to leave a room,” Lorenzo commented after she opened the bathroom door. His smile quickly turned to a frown. “Maybe you should lie down, you don’t look so good.”

Ariel figured she looked like a ghost. She had a fair complexion to begin with and hearing Nana’s predictions and throwing up didn’t help with her coloring.

“Some fresh air will help,” she said. “Why don’t we sit on the balcony for a while. I can’t face the others right now.”

No one tried to talk to her as they passed the dining room on the way to the back of the apartment where the terrace was located. The space was large enough for a table with an umbrella and four chairs.

She couldn’t face the looks of concern or pity on everyone’s faces. For some reason, it didn’t matter if Lorenzo saw her struggle over what her grandmother shared. They were bonded together at birth.

“You have a lovely view of the Texas Hill Country,” Lorenzo commented. “My sister’s place has a view of the swimming pool and the gym. Your grandmother certainly sets her expectations high.”

Despite how miserable she felt moments prior, Ariel broke into laughter. There was no question Lorenzo was the guy for her. He knew the right time to pepper humor into a serious conversation.

“I’ve heard so few stories about my great-grandmother,” she said. “She sounded like a saint. After she passed on to the next stage of existence, the Great Fae War started. They can’t possibly expect me to stop another war from starting.”

“Tensions didn’t become inflamed mere days ago, it’s been building,” Lorenzo said. “My dad and Ian’s father can’t be in the same room together any longer. They let political views divide them. Rational thought has been abandoned, only emotional reactions seem to occur. Ian was sent here to woo a sprite believed to have the gift while I was sent here for my safety. What has since transpired is as much of a surprise to me as it is to you.”

She appreciated his honesty. Ariel didn’t have to hope he was being truthful, she knew he was. It was a feeling, nothing she could state as a psychic gift. Maybe this was how she’d come into her powers, her proximity to her true mate.

Even that scared her. Thinking about the possibility was one thing, having her grandmother state it was altogether different. There were unrealistic expectations pushed on them both.

“What now?” she asked.

“We go to school tomorrow,” he said. “It’s best you be on time for homeroom so Sally doesn’t have a meltdown. You’ve got a good friend there. From the rumors I’ve heard about her, I’d keep her by your side.”

Retaining Sally as a friend was a no-brainer. Maybe in the coming days, her best friend would start confessing about her past. They both had a role to play in the future, and she imagined they’d be side by side when the inevitable took place.

“And us?”

“We get to know each other, putting the fact we’re soul mates out of our minds,” Lorenzo said. “I want to get to know you naturally without our telepathic gifts allowing us to cut corners.”

There was a knock on the balcony’s sliding glass door. Nana was on the other side with a plate of cookies.

She got up and slid the door open to allow her grandmother entry. Nana needed to be part of the conversation. 

“I come bearing gifts,” Nana said, “and an apology. It was premature to tell Ariel about her future. Learning Lorenzo is your soul mate surprised me and I lost control. Neither of you is ready for what’s expected of you.”

“What about Ian?” she asked.

“It’s a match your mother wanted, not your father,” Nana shared. “I will provide your dad just enough information to change the balance and work to bring about a modified contract with the Tuatha De’ Danann, aligning ourselves with Lorenzo’s father’s side of the conflict. Since I want you both to remain here, I will fail to mention the true connection between you. I can dismiss it later as having a senior moment. How many times have I said I mentioned something and I didn’t?”

Ariel bit her tongue to stop from smiling. Her grandmother had just admitted that most of the excuses she’d provided over time had been bogus. But she owed the woman a tremendous debt for allowing them the precious gift of time.

“My father can be a tough negotiator,” Lorenzo said. “But when he really wants something, he can be reasonable. Tell your son-in-law to stick to whatever he wants from the Tuatha De’ Danann and he’ll get it.”

“I’ll be sure to do that,” Nana said. “The others are enjoying dinner, but I thought you could begin with dessert and work your way backward. Take whatever time you need.”

Ariel bit into the chocolate chip cookie and her stress level plummeted. It was a good thing eating mass quantities of Nana’s baking wouldn’t cause her to gain an ounce. She felt better already.

Between the two of them, they polished off the six cookies in record time. Ariel felt perfectly relaxed.

“If I’m going to be prepared for math class tomorrow, I should check with Sally about tonight’s assignment,” Lorenzo said. “For the sake of my grade, I’m going to take your advice and ask her.”

She put her feet on the vacant chair next to her. The thought of homework was the last thing she wanted to think about, especially math.

“Why did we come out here?” Ariel asked.

“I can’t remember,” he admitted. “Your grandmother said something about talking to your father and ending the engagement between you and Ian. I think your Nana just wanted us to get to know each other. Before Sally takes off, I should check with her about the assignment. I’ll be right back.”

Ariel stared at the empty plate. It wasn’t like her to be forgetful, just mischievous. Her grandmother must have cast a spell over the cookies. Whatever had been troubling her had exited her mind. She grabbed the empty plate and returned inside. Although she dreaded it, she should work on her math assignment as well. There wasn’t anything else pressing.

 

That’s it for now…
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Chapter One

When I was young, I had everything, but I didn’t know it. I wasn’t a princess, and our house was less than a castle, but I had plenty of food and clothes. We rode our bicycles down to the shops along the shore and spent all day with sunburned noses and ice cream faces as we dipped between retail therapy and the calmness of the ocean.

We took vacations and stayed at resorts that bordered crystalline waters. My sisters and I swam through the sea until the coast was a faint line on the horizon. We didn’t fear the ocean, or its almost incalculable depths. The water symbolized freedom to us, and in it, we were like birds soaring through the sky.

When the tides receded, and the murders started, we were concerned for everyone around us, but we never thought our family would be affected. Now, I wonder why my family thought we’d be safe. After all, we were the reason the killings started.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

I raced for the bathroom, with Marlowe right behind me. “Me first!” I yelled, trying to slam the door in her face. She stopped it inches from the latch, bearing down on the wood.

I finally buckled, and she rushed inside, throwing her towel onto the counter. “You can go to the downstairs bathroom,” she told me, fluffing her curly brown hair, batting her lashes over her lilac eyes, and pursing her thin lips as she looked into the mirror.

“This bathroom has all my stuff in it,” I asserted, throwing my towel down on the tile and crossing my arms.

“Don’t bother arguing with her,” Tallulah called to me as she passed. Some might say the secret to her shiny blond hair was in the hair products she carried in her purple shower tote, but I knew which parent had given her lavender eyes, a severely straight nose, and shimmering locks.

We stared at each other until it dawned on me that she was on her way to the shower downstairs. I tried to beat her to it, but as always, she was a little too fast for me, pushing me behind her before I made it to the stairs.

Marlowe had taken the opportunity to slam the door and I banged on it. “Don’t take forever!” I shouted through the crack. “I have to have a shower before school!”

Marlowe didn’t respond, and I gave up, turning my back to the door and sliding down it.

“Cascade,” my mom’s voice rang out. “You can use my shower.”

She stood just outside her door, beckoning me to her room. I walked past her and noticed that she had already had time to wash her auburn hair and braid the green and silver locks in it. Coconut spray lingered in the air.

My mom’s eyes were almost slate-colored, a result of the white eyeshadow and gray maxi dress she wore. My eyes changed, too. They moved from blue when I was happy to green when I was angry. Sadness made them gray.

“Is everything okay?” I asked my mom.

“I’ve been talking to your uncle.” She looked out the window where a solitary line of sand and blue-green water could be seen. “He wants me to visit.”

Our family was mostly open about the challenges we faced. Beings may argue that children should run through fields of innocence while their parents fight emotional battles behind closed doors, but the lack of secrets created the perfect environment for growth. My parents could deal with their emotions right away, instead of building up resentment until my sisters and I were asleep. And anyway, the twins were in college, and I was a senior in high school, so we were able to handle adult problems. Nixie was always in her own world, so she usually didn’t register if there was tension around her.

“And what do you want?” I asked.

She glanced from me to my father, still sleeping on the bed. “I want my family back together again.”

I put my hand on her shoulder, and she brought me into a hug. I could almost rest my chin on the top of her head.

I didn’t know what had happened between my mom and her family, but it had deeply wounded her. She wasn’t secretive about the cause of their division, but my sisters and I avoided the subject. My mom bordered hysteria when we brought up the family she had left behind.

“You should do what makes you happy, Yareli,” my dad spoke. He pushed himself up and stretched.

His silvery hair fell just past his shoulders, and he rubbed his violet eyes. Thin and lithe, he hoped out of the bed and put his arm around his wife. “I forgave your father a long time ago. Maybe you should do the same.”

My mom nodded and leaned into him. I took the opportunity to slip into the bathroom. I rushed through a shower, pouring on my mother’s coconut-scented products.

I looked at myself in her rectangular mirror. My gray shirt and jeans highlighted my curly red hair and turquois eyes. My button nose and ivory skin tone were mirrors of my mother’s features, but I didn’t know the origin of extra-small ears and sharp chin. I assumed they came from one of my distant relatives, since Nixie had them, too. I wore my hair over them, so no one would comment on their size.

My mother was a natural beauty, so she didn’t wear a lot of makeup. She did, however, have expensive mascara, and I needed longer lashes, so I applied it liberally.

Investigating her drawers, I landed on one filled with jewelry. I helped myself to one of her pearl bracelets.

As I secured the clasp, I noticed a reflection against the back of the drawer. I shifted the pieces, and my mom’s ruby necklace came into view. She wore it often when Marlowe, Tallulah, and I were young, even when she slept, but over the past year, it had gathered dust with the rest of her jewelry.

I stared at it, marveling at the clarity of the ruby and the way it seemed to hum in my hands. I replaced it quickly and shut my mom’s drawer.

Just as I stepped out of my mom’s bathroom, I heard some of her conversation with my dad. The angle of the alcove made it easy to crack the door without my parent’s notice. I stopped and listened, collecting more questions instead of satisfying my curiosity.

“They may not be here yet, but they’re coming,” my father said.

My mom sighed. “My father won’t let anything happen to us.”

“What about Kano?”

My mom paused, and I hoped she’d come up with something to say in defense of the being my father had mentioned. “He wouldn’t hurt me.”

My dad laughed dryly. “Maybe he wouldn’t hurt you, but—”

“Stop,” she said firmly. “I’m not running away to some small town in the mountains. I’m a daughter of the sea, not a fearful fugitive.”

“Fine,” my father snapped, and my mom shushed him. In a much lower tone, he said, “I don’t know if you should go to Marilla right now. The beings there have always been against intermarrying, and—”

“And they should accept that I love a unicorn and leave our family alone,” my mother interrupted.

“It’s just that the last time you went to Marilla, the king held you and our daughters there for years. I don’t want it to happen again.”

A memory of surfacing from translucent waters invaded my mind. Covered in pearls, I swam behind my mom. She dragged me out of the water, and I lost my breath when my tail split. I couldn’t run on the legs that dangled from my torso, but my mom carried me onto the shore. Marlowe, Tallulah, our mom, and I only rested for a second before we ran further away from the sea and the waves that threatened to swallow us and take us to—

To where? Why had I been so afraid?

My parents stopped talking, and I had a feeling I had missed something important. The air was charged, as if one of them was going to explode at any moment, so I made a big production of stomping from the bathroom through their bedroom.

My mom had her back turned to me and her arms crossed over her waist. She wouldn’t turn around, and my dad shook his head when I stopped behind her, so I shuffled quietly out of the room and down the stairs. They may have shared their conversation with me if I had asked them about it, but I respected their privacy.

Marlowe and Tallulah had already finished their breakfast when I joined them at the kitchen table. They both smirked at me.

“Mom let you take a shower in her bathroom,” Marlowe remarked.

Tallulah shook her head at her twin sister. “Cascade’s the favorite.”

“I don’t have a favorite,” our mom announced as she breezed into the room. She carried a small, beige handbag and an umbrella.

“Yareli, stop,” my father shouted, bounding down the stairs, and jogging to his wife. He looked at her beseechingly. “Can’t we talk about this?”

She looked at us and we stared back.

“It’s a subject we need to continue later,” she said.

My father kept his eyes on her. “It will change everything.” His tone pleaded with her to reconsider.

Marlowe, Tallulah, and I exchanged a glace. We weren’t used to our parents ending a conversation on our behalf.

Nixie came down the steps, two at a time, destroying any chance my older sisters and I had of hearing anything more. My mom raised her eyebrows as if to prove a point, and my dad backed off. His anger was clear in the way he slung open cabinet doors and stomped through the room.

Nixie didn’t pick up on the atmosphere. She grabbed a box of cereal and poured it into the bowl I handed her. She bounced in her chair, picking out marshmallows and humming a tune I didn’t recognize.

All my sisters were pretty, but Nixie was going to be as eye-catching as our mother. She had inherited her flaming red hair, but it was tamer, unlike mine. Her skin was creamy, and a brush of freckles tickled her nose. Her eyes drew everyone to her. The large blue orbs were the color of the deepest northern sea, and she didn’t mind using them to get her way.

“I don’t want to go to school today,” Nixie remarked.

My dad laughed, despite his ill mood, and my mother smiled. She opened her mouth to say something, but Tallulah beat her to it.

“It’s not a choice. We all have to go.”

“That’s not true,” Nixie wined. “You and Lo can skip classes.”

“If we want to fail,” Marlowe told her, pecking our dad’s cheek. She waved at our mom, but didn’t touch her, making it clear that she favored our father in whatever argument our parents had left unfinished.

More sentimental than her twin, Tallulah hugged both parents, Nixie, and me. “I love you, Lu,” Nixie called after her. Tallulah returned the sentiment before joining Marlowe in their car.

It must be nice for them to travel to school together. I’d be alone when I drove to college next year.

Nixie was looking at me. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself.”

I was used to my little sister’s insights. Each of my sisters had been born with a gift, and I was the only one who didn’t have a special talent.

A rumble ripped through the air, and everything in the room seemed to shift. We all crawled under the table, my father shielding his family.

“Was it another earthquake?” I asked when it seemed the danger had passed.

“It was,” my mom said quickly.

My dad busied himself correcting a few trinkets that had moved and cast pointed looks at my mom when he thought Nixie and I weren’t looking. Nixie stared at our mom, narrowing her eyes.

“Are you ready for a big day of third grade?” my mom asked my little sister, her keys rattling as she took them out of her purse.

Nixie crossed her arms. “I want Cade to take me.”

My mom’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s up to Cascade. I don’t want her to be late for school because you have a whim.”

Nixie rolled her eyes. “She’s not going to be late.”

Instead of watching their battle of wills, I grabbed my keys from the ring and slipped into my sneakers. “I’m ready to go anyway.”

Nixie pulled her backpack off her chair and slung it over her shoulders. The weight caused her posture to bow.

My mom hugged me and waited for Nixie’s embrace. When it was clear it wasn’t forthcoming, she backed into my father’s arms, and he rested his chin on her head.

I was glad my parents didn’t hold grudges. Their arguments were like sparklers, fast to catch fire and light up, but quickly fizzling out.

In my car, I pulled out a stick of gum and offered some to Nixie. In the excitement of the earthquake and the heated atmosphere, we hadn’t had time to brush our teeth, so she took it gratefully.

I turned on my radio, but I kept it low enough to encourage conversation. Nixie stole glances at me, so I knew there was something on her mind. It didn’t take long for her to share it with me.

“You know she lied to you, right?”

I had guessed there was more to the earthquake, but my sister’s comment confirmed it. I nodded once to show my understanding.

Nixie went on. “He’s getting stronger, and no one will be able to stop him.”

Her cryptic message was a bit unsettling, but I said nothing.

“The King of the Sea is angry,” she told me. “And he’s going to tear our family.” 

 


Chapter Two

Mina met me at my locker. “Why did you turn him down?”

I sighed heavily, only partially annoyed by my friend’s question. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Mina put her hand on her hip and narrowed her dark eyes at me. Her loose, black hair swayed forward, and she brushed the silver streak in it behind her ear.

“Davis,” she reminded me. “He wanted you to show him around, but you turned him down.”

“He’s weird.”

She guffawed. “Only if by weird you mean incredibly hot.”

I smiled and took out my laptop, thinking back to the way my sister’s books had weighed her down, and thankful that all my schoolbooks were on it.

“Did you feel the earthquake this morning?” I asked her, hoping to change the subject.

Mina lifted one eyebrow and the side of her lip, exposing a fatally sharp fang. “No. There wasn’t an earthquake.”

Mina was my only friend. My sisters made friends easily, accumulating popularity like currency and spending it freely, but I had been a loner until high school. Mina and I had similar secrets, and it solidified our friendship. She never told me how she learned my identity, though, no matter how many times I asked.

Mina enjoyed our spirited debates about the likelihood of extraterrestrial lifeforms, ghosts, and if love at first sight actually happened, but she was practical. Her look of skepticism turned into concern.

“Did the earth move under your feet when you saw Davis?”

“No,” I said, swatting her arm. “I’m serious. There was an earthquake at my house this morning.”

This time, both eyebrows shot up. “Well, three blocks away, at my house, we didn’t feel anything.”

I didn’t say anything else. Mina and I had been friends for four years, but I had never been inside her house. Her father didn’t believe in what he called our “mixed friendship,” and her mother went along with whatever he said. Mina and I saw each other at school, and my house was like her second home.

Mina and I took our seats in English class, and I tried not to look up when Davis came in. He slid behind me, and when I didn’t turn around, he flicked my hair back and forth with his pencil. I ignored him, but he drew little designs on my back with his eraser. When I didn’t stop him, the designs became more intricate, reaching across my neck, and causing me to break out in gooseflesh.

“Davis?” the teacher said to him, interrupting my mini massage. “Is there a reason you’re touching Cascade with your pencil?”

“Probably because he wants to touch her with something else,” Mina called out, waggling her eyebrows. Snickers raced across the room in response to her insinuation.

The teacher shot her a warning look, and Mina threw up her hands in defense. “Okay, okay.”

The class quieted, but I was still hyperaware of Davis sitting behind me. Sometimes his breath would brush the backs of my arms and my heart would skip a beat.

After class, Davis waited for me in the hall. I looked to Mina for support, but she said, “I’m sorry, girl. I gotta“—she paused, looking for an excuse— “go anywhere that’s not here.”

“Some friend,” I mouthed as I glared at her.

Davis turned out his full lips. “You don’t want to hang out with me?” He leaned his shoulder against the wall, and his green eyes danced.

I tried to look away from the well-defined muscles I could see through his teal tee shirt, but I stared a little too long—or longingly. When I met his eyes again, I was too embarrassed to speak.

He didn’t make me squirm long before he spoke again. “Listen, a couple of us are having a bonfire by the ocean tonight. I hope you can make it.” He pushed himself off the wall, and broadened his smile, walking backwards. “Bring Mina if you want. I know how girls like to travel in packs.”

I stared dumbly after him until someone bumped into my elbow. I walked automatically, thinking about spring green eyes and muscles I wanted to feel on the pads of my fingers.

I’d already decided I was going to drag Mina to the bonfire with me, and I told her when I saw her at lunch. She opened her thermos, and a strong meaty smell hit me.

She took a bite of the stew before she answered me. “I haven’t been feeling well.”

My eyebrows drew together. Her olive skin was pale and dark circles had formed under her eyes, but more protein and sleep should fix it. She was usually the more outgoing friend, trying to get me to go with her.

She dabbed at the sides of her mouth with a napkin. “Look, I know some of the kids who are going to be there, and I don’t want to be around them.”

I had wondered how Davis had found a group so fast. I’d lived in Gallow’s Cove all my life, and I had only recently befriended Mina. Troublemakers built their ranks quickly by attracting newcomers and outsiders, but Davis’s good looks and charm could have put him in a group of his choosing.

“Okay.” I looked down at my tray and pushed the school’s version of a tilapia filet around. “If you don’t like them, then we won’t go.”

Mina could read people. After she had been around them for five minutes, she could usually tell more about them than they had revealed through their words. I relied on her observations, as I was oblivious to the intentions of others. Her kind were clever and fierce, but the moon guided their behaviors and restricted their movements. Full moons were more luminous in Gallow’s Cove, so I wondered why her parents decided to stay. Mina described painful, uncontrollable shifts that left several late-night runners dead before her dad chained her in the basement for the three nights the moon was brightest each month. He and her mother could shift at will, but it was a skill Mina had yet to master. I stared back at my friend’s wan features and wondered if they were a result of unsuccessful shifting attempts.

My dual biology provided me very little in terms of supernatural gifts. Fortunately, I didn’t have to touch-up the green highlights that sprang from my mostly auburn hair and no one, besides Marlowe, could outswim me.

My sisters inherited more of my father’s abilities, especially Tallulah. We could all stitch our legs together to form a tale when we slipped into the water, but Tallulah could also turn into a unicorn. She also ran as swiftly as the wind blew.  

I was the only one who seemed to have solely taken after our mother, but my sisters’ varying degrees of talent heartened me. That is, until I looked at the town surrounding me. Unfortunately, my uniqueness almost made me a pariah. The town was filled with long-limbed, blonde, tanned bodies, each vying for the next role in a beach movie. At first, they only made fun of my height, but after a girl shouted that I had seaweed in my hair, it stuck. Henceforth, I was called the sea witch, a nickname I thought would fizzle out in high school but was still alive and well.

A girl passed us and faked retching. “What’s in your thermos? A dead animal?”

Her blonde friends bubbled around her like the fizz in a soda. They stopped to gather the attention of our classmates.

Mina swiped the spoon across her mouth, leaving a bright red smudge on her lips. “It’s your cat,” she told the girl. She held out her spoon over the floor, the drips from it making crimson kisses on the white tile.

The girl and her friends backed away, repulsed. “Witch,” she said.

Mina motioned between us. “Why do they always think people like us are witches?”

“I don’t know,” I told her. “My mom said it had something to do with not understanding magical creatures or something.”

She nodded, taking a bite of her stew. “Must be. I mean, you can’t really tell what you are by looking at you, but me?” She touched a fang with her hand and swept the other hand over her father’s Candy Meat Stew. “I’d think it was a little obvious.”

“They could think you were a vampire.” Even as the words left my mouth I laughed. Mina was not a fan of the way vampires had been romanticized in teen movies.

Her dark eyes flashed. “It’d be the last thought they had before I ripped out their throat with one hand.”

“Total vamp move,” I teased.

She huffed, rising to the bait. “How about you, Fish Girl? Maybe you could show them the power of your shimmering tail.”

“Hey, mermaid magic is real.”

“Only if you want a pretty seashell bracelet.” Mina batted her eyes.

“Okay,” I conceded. “You win. You are the scariest werewolf the world has ever known, and I am your watery friend, a mere guppy to your alpha wolf status.”

“That’s better,” she said, twirling her silver strand of hair. “Now let’s talk about going to the bonfire.”

“Really?”

She lifted her spoon and pointed it at me. “Yeah. I could tell by the way you dropped your eyes that you planned to go anyway.”

I squealed and reached over the table to hug my friend, careful not to drag my hair through her bloody stew.

 


Chapter Three

My toes conformed to the sand as if they could melt into it. I always felt more complete in or near the ocean.

When I’d left my house, my mom had been readying herself for the dinner she’d promised to have with her brother. Her nervous energy had touched each of us, and we were all a little on edge. It didn’t help that Nixie had begged her not to go, wrapping her little arms around our mom’s waist. Now that I was near the water, though, a calmness took over, as if there had been a weight on my back that was finally allowed to drop.

Mina yawned powerfully, and I was reminded of her inability to shift effectively. “You could walk under the Glistening Tree,” I suggested. “It might help you control the moon’s effect on you.”

She laughed dryly. “I’m sure my father wants to take a pilgrimage into griffin territory.” She stared out at the ocean as she walked. I thought the conversation was over until she added. “He didn’t need it, so he thinks I’ll be okay.”

“That’s ridiculous!” I told her. “The Glistening Tree has helped our kinds for as long as anyone can remember. Even the most powerful beings have honed their skills after they walked under it.” I had her attention, so I went a step further. “I’m going to do it.”

She stopped walking, and the water reached up to lick our heels. The moonlight behind her made her expression unreadable. “You’re going to walk under the Glistening Tree?”

The Glistening Tree was a golden oak tree that towered over all the trees in a forest forgotten by humans. Griffin glamour helped disguise the tree and its home, and the griffins took great pride in its care.

Each year, thousands of beings walked under the branches of the tree. For some, it gave a boost to already developed powers. To others, it helped transform them into their destiny.

We saw the bonfire next to a line of trees that bordered the beach. A boy bounced up to us before we got to the group dancing around the fire. He had eyes the same color as Davis’s and full cheeks. I wondered if he was his brother.

“Hello, ladies! Are you here to join the cause?”

Mina answered for us, nodding in the distance. “If the cause is a beer from that keg over there, then I’m all for it.”

“Right this way.” He bowed in a sweeping gesture, and his eyes landed on me. “You are truly breath-taking, mi’ lady.” He took my hand and kissed it while I tried to keep my expression neutral. “I’m Flit.”

I introduced us, but he only paid attention to my name. “Well, lovely Cascade, can I get you a drink?”

“I’ve got it, dude.”

Davis seemed to materialize out of nowhere. He linked his arm through mine and walked me to a piece of driftwood. I wondered if it would make a mark on my light-colored jeans, but then I pulled my flowing white shirt up a little and sat down with him. Hopefully, when I stood, my shirt would cover any mark made by the damp wood.

Mina stalked to the keg and helped herself to a beer, but a boy lifted it out of her hands. He smirked at her before he took a sip. Davis noticed me watching her.

“It’s non-alcoholic.” He winked at me. “Do you want some?”

I shook my head. I had tried beer, and the taste repulsed me, so I didn’t understand why anyone would want to drink it without getting a buzz. I related my feelings to Davis, and he laughed outright.

“Maybe someone was assigned to bring the keg, but that person doesn’t believe in under-age drinking.” He mimicked putting a key in his mouth, turning it, and throwing it away.

I looked at the group dancing around the bonfire. “They had the fake stuff?”

He nodded. “And soon, I may have to break up a fight between them.” He winked at me. “You know, when they get drunk.” He put air quotes around the last two words.

He put a strand of hair behind my ear, and I flinched. I didn’t want him to notice my tiny ears, and he easily decoded my actions.

“You’re beautiful, Cascade. And your ears are cute.”

I stared just past him, hoping to notice something that would start a new conversation. My eyes settled on the boys hopping around the fire. It seemed to have doubled in size, making it like an oven, blowing dry heat directly on me. “How did you get a bonfire that big?

“Arcane sparked it,” he told me, nodding in the direction of the boy who had swiped my friend’s beer.

He noticed a bead of sweat as it rolled lazily down my temple and dripped off my jaw. “Are you too hot?” His eyes widened as he thought about his words. “I mean, you are hot, but are you too hot by the fire?”

I relaxed a little at his inexperienced ramblings. “I’m a little warm. Could we take a walk?”

Davis offered me his hand and I took it. I told Mina where I was going, and she nodded quickly, returning to her conversation with the boy Davis had called Arcane.

Davis ran a hand through his spiky blonde hair and slipped something in his mouth that looked like a breath mint. I thought about it and decided that I wasn’t against kissing him.

He didn’t fill our walk with words, seeming to prefer the sound of the waves as they lapped against the sand. He took his shoes off and stepped in the wet sand, leaving footprints that washed away with the next wave.

After several minutes, the lack of conversation made me feel uncomfortable. I searched my mind for an easy subject, and I thought back to the boy who had approached Mina and me.

“Is Flit your brother?”

Davis’s eyebrows drew together. “No. Why did you think he was related to me?”

“He kind of looks like you,” I said, hoping the two boys were friendly with each other.

He seemed to consider my explanation. “Flit’s not my brother,” he said coldly.

I was taken aback by the change in his mood, but his features quickly reshuffled. He linked his fingers lazily through mine and swung our hands as we walked.

A large rock jutted up in our path, and instead of going around it, we sat down. He let go of my fingers, but he drew himself close to me when I leaned back to gaze at the stars.

“He died.” His voice was a little more than a whisper. “My brother, I mean.”

I looked at him, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s still all pretty fresh,” Davis admitted. “It was no reason to bite your head off, though.”

I patted his back. “It’s okay. I’d never be the same again if something happened to one of my sisters.”

“Can we talk about something else?”

“Sure.”

We sat in silence for a few more minutes, and I was about to suggest going back, when I turned to see Davis’s face inches from mine.

“Can I kiss you?” he spoke.

His breath was almost intoxicating, like lavender and honeysuckle. I opened my mouth and tried to catch it on my tongue.

Davis cupped his hand to my face. His lips met mine, and our tongues clashed together. His hands fell, rubbing my sides and grabbing my hips. He leaned me back on the rock and hovered above me.

I traced the muscles under his shirt with one hand while I pulled his lips back to mine. My mind argued with my body about the length of time I had known Davis and our obvious attraction to one another. In the end, my mind won the battle.

“We need to go back,” I whispered when I caught my breath.

His breath was husky when he responded. “You’re right.”

The water swirled and I was sprayed when a being surfaced from the ocean. His transformation was immediate. As soon as he was within inches of the shore, his tail split into two legs. The merman stood before us, his long, dark locks dripping, and his blue-green eyes glowing with anger.

Before we could fully register his appearance, he grabbed Davis and slung him several feet away. “STAY AWAY FROM HER!” 

Davis smiled. “It’s already in her system. She’ll never be able to join your despicable little army.”

The merman stalked over to Davis, easily picking him up by the waist of his pants with one hand, and stepped into the water. A powerful shock jolted them both onto the shore. Neither one of them could move their limbs, but the electric shock hadn’t affected their ability to speak.

“I told you,” Davis jeered. “I put malwort in my mouth and kissed her. She’ll never see the polluted waters of Marilla.”

The merman glared at him, his muscles vibrating with tension but unable to move. “I’ll take great pleasure in ripping your wings off for this!”

“You’ll have to catch me first.” Davis smiled cockily.

“I caught your brother, and his gold dust couldn’t stop me,” the merman returned with a cold chuckle.

Davis expelled a primal scream and thrust his body at him. Whatever had shocked them held Davis in place, and his attempts to move could only be seen by his clenched teeth and straining neck muscles.

I was frozen to my spot on the rock, even though I hadn’t been physically shocked. My shock was mental. How did I go from kissing a beautiful guy beside the sea to watching him fight a merperson?

The merman cut his eyes at me. “Run, Cascade!”

Hearing my name jolted me into action. My feet pounded the sand, my shoes forgotten on the rock.

Davis said my name, and then yelled something at me I couldn’t hear over the ocean and the blood marching through my ears. My legs moved swiftly across the dry shore, slipping once, and remembering the lightning jolt I had seen when the merman tried to carry Davis into the water, I ran closer to the trees.

My panic only intensified when I saw the bonfire. Why had I thought the guys dancing around a bonfire were normal? Maybe I had believed it was a drunken act, but now, it was more than a little disconcerting.

I worried that Mina would be lost in a sea of people, but I found her easily, walking along the tree line with Arcane as if she’d just come out of the woods. I didn’t wait for her to reach me. I bolted to her and babbled everything that had happened.

Mina’s hair was disheveled, a clear sign she and Arcane had done more than taken a walk in the woods. Arcane’s midnight hair sported rigid spikes, and his lips were swollen as if someone had playfully bitten them while kissing him.

I fell into Mina’s arms, recounting my recent experience. I didn’t care that Arcane hovered near us. I should have been worried about relating the supernatural details, but he made me feel safe, walking back and forth in front of us as if he were watching for signs of trouble.

“And then I ran,” I finished telling my friend. “I don’t know how long they’ll be on the beach, or if they’ll try to kill each other when they can move again.”

Arcane listened and nodded, and Mina picked up on it. “You knew this was going to happen?” she asked him.

He shrugged his shoulders. “This whole party was just so Davis could give her the malwort.” He pointed at me. “We didn’t want them to escape again.”

“Who are you?” I asked desperately.

He raised his eyebrows and appeared amused, but a cold stare from Mina caused him to roll his eyes and tell me the truth. He never lost his cockiness, though, smiling often as he described his role.

“We’re all like you,” he started, and then let out a forced laugh. “Well, maybe not like you. We’re not fish—”

“Arcane,” Mina warned.

He chuckled and shook his head at my friend, his mouth still red from her playful bites. “Anyway, Davis knew who we were. He found us online and asked us to come to a bonfire.”

He picked up a rock, rolling it across his knuckles. “I didn’t want to come, but I didn’t have anything better to do.” He threw the rock, and it landed in the ocean. “The rest of the beings here are fayries.” Arcane motioned to the bonfire. “Only those idiots would dance around a flaming—”

“Why did Davis want to give Cascade malwort?” Mina asked him, trying to keep him on point.

Arcane pulled his dark jacket around himself, but it seemed to be more of a habit than to keep him warm. “The malwort won’t hurt her. It’ll keep her from going into the ocean.”

“For how long?” I asked, panic rising as I wondered when I’d be able to enjoy the water again.

He shrugged his shoulders and responded casually. “I don’t know. I only came here because I was bored, and I stayed because” —he looked at Mina— “I liked the scenery.”

My friend may have blushed, but it was too dark to be sure. She looked at the ground, and when her eyes rose, she was more serious. “Is there anything we can do to counteract it?”

“I doubt it,” he spoke, picking a stem out of her hair. “It seemed like Davis had been planning this for a while.”

And I had made it easy for him. After years of being careful about who I interacted with, a cute guy with green eyes had wooed me away from my guarded nature in the space of a week of carefully timed flirting.

Mina seemed to read my mind or body language as I buried my face in my hands. “Don’t be hard on yourself,” she consoled. “You couldn’t have known he wanted to hurt you.”

“Davis didn’t want to hurt her,” Arcane stepped in. “He seems to like her, but he wants revenge. He has a bigger plan in mind.”

“Revenge?” I echoed.

Arcane wet his lips like he was tasting the air. “Yeah, it’s weird for a fayrie to use so much magic for a dark purpose, but—”

“Davis is a fayrie?”

Mina and Arcane looked at me. Mina put her hand on Arcane’s arm, indicating that she would provide the obvious answer.

“He lured you,” she told me. She put emphasis on the word lure, as if it were jargon used to describe an ability. “You may have been attracted to him, but you couldn’t resist him when he asked you here.”

“But I asked you to go with me,” I argued. “I wouldn’t have gone without you.”

“Remember.” She raised her eyebrows and I thought back to our conversation at lunch. “I told you that I was going to go because you were going to go anyway.”

“Did you know Davis had lured me?” I put air quotes around the word she had used to describe his ability.

She leaned into Arcane, and he put an arm around her. “I had a hunch, but I didn’t pick up on anything when you guys passed me. I thought you were just going to find a quiet spot to make out.”

I blushed. “It was my idea to take a walk.” I pointed past her to Arcane. “You may have been a little distracted at that point.”

I glanced around at the group of beings on the beach. I didn’t want to take any chances. Davis had gathered supernatural creatures together for his benefit, and even though Arcane seemed to be fine, I didn’t know how the rest of them felt about me.

“Do you know a way through the trees?” I asked Arcane. “I don’t want to go past the bonfire again.”

He took off his jacket. “Sure. But you don’t have to worry about them. Most of them are only loosely pledged to the cause, and you’ve taken the malwort, so they have no reason to restrain you.”

“You said most,” I emphasized. “Are there more beings here that are as zealous as Davis?”

He chuckled, and I wanted to slap him. I was the one who had been poisoned.

“You’re not the enemy,” Arcane said. “Now that he’s completed his mission, Davis probably won’t look your way again.”

For some reason, Arcane’s words stung. I was upset with Davis for tricking me, but there was still part of me that felt like our kiss was more than part of his mission. I shook the thought out of my head. The kiss was the way he had given me the malwort. There was nothing special between us.

Arcane took several steps back and bowed his head. A noise like breaking branches came from his body as wings erupted from his back. He picked up his long jacket and brushed it off.

I had never seen a dragon spread his wings, and I stood still in amazement. He soaked in my expression and haughtily flexed them.

Of course Arcane was a dragon. I could have slapped my forehead with my palm for missing all the telltale signs. His emerald-green eyes and leather jacket may have been easy to overlook, but Davis had mentioned that Arcane had “sparked” the bonfire to make it bigger.

“I hope you don’t expect me to fly,” Mina said, putting her hands on her hips. “Mermaids may be able to handle it, but werewolves keep their feet on the ground.”

Before she could offer another excuse, Arcane put one arm over each of our shoulders and wrapped us in his wings. A spiral tugging pulled at my core, and I was propelled forward. I was steadied almost immediately.

Arcane unfurled his wings quickly to allow Mina to run away from us. She stopped at the nearest bush and retched. With resignation, I realized it was a bush in my yard.

“How did you know where I lived?” I asked Arcane.

He shot me a look of annoyance and hurt. “I used to ride your bus, Cascade.” He pointed three houses down the street adjacent to mine. “That’s my house.”

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed him. But to my credit, there were a lot of kids in my neighborhood. After my first couple of experiences with bullies, I had kept my head down, preferring to play in my own yard or at the beach with my sisters.

He didn’t wait around for my recognition or an apology. He strode over to Mina, holding her hair back while she adjusted to the transference.

I checked on my friend, and Arcane offered her some gum. She appeared a little disoriented, but she seemed to be fine.

“You teleported us, didn’t you?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow, unwilling to reveal a little-known secret about his kind.

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “I won’t tell anyone.” To show solidarity, I added, “Mermaids can do something like it, but we have to do it when we’re in the water.” I considered the best way to explain water portals. “And it’s more like a water tunnel.”

“What I just did was more like a wind tunnel, so I know what you mean.” He had picked up Mina, and she laid her head on his shoulder. “I need to get her home. Will you be okay?”

I nodded and pointed to my house. “My family’s inside. I’ll be fine.”

“No more…” Mina trailed off and made a lazy loop in the air.

Arcane kissed the bridge of her nose, and I wondered how long they had been together. They seemed way too familiar with each other to have just met.

He nodded at me and started walking in the direction of Mina’s house. I watched them until they were out of my yard, wishing to have the kind of love they shared.


Chapter Four

“Where were you?” Marlowe yelled at me when I walked inside. “And where are your shoes?”

Taken aback by her hostility, I responded defensively, “With Mina. What’s wrong with you?”

“Did you ever think about calling or texting us?” she demanded. “You told Dad you were going out hours ago, but your car is still here, and I couldn’t find you on the beach.”

Tallulah breezed by us, carrying two mugs. She handed one to each of us, deescalating the situation with the softness in her tone. “Don’t fight. Our family doesn’t need to be divided right now.”

I handed back the mug Tallulah offered me. “What’s going on?”

Marlowe stomped into the living room without answering my question. Tallulah led me to the kitchen and pushed me into a chair. “I’ll get Dad.”

He appeared before she fetched him. He looked haggard and gray, and his mouth was slack. I didn’t know how Tallulah expected our dad to tell me anything. His bloodshot eyes were too dislocated with worry to comprehend anything other than whatever plagued him.

Tallulah offered him the mug, but he gently pushed it away. “I don’t want anything until she’s back.”

I picked up on the tension in the house and drew my own conclusion. “Mom’s missing.”

It was more of a statement than a question, but Tallulah nodded. “She didn’t come home on time, and no one can reach her.”

As if I could produce a different result, I took out my phone and dialed my mom’s number. To my surprise, it picked up on the third ring.

“Cascade?” My mom’s voice was shaky and alarmed.

“Mom!” I shouted into the phone. “Where are you? Can we come get you?”

Marlowe swept in and grabbed my phone in one swift motion. She pressed a button so we could all hear my mom, but she jerked her hand away when I tried to grab my phone.

“Listen, Cascade,” my mom whispered, unaware that her voice was amplified by my phone’s speaker. “I’m okay, so don’t—”

She was interrupted by a male voice, similar to the one I had heard on the beach when I’d thought I was alone with Davis. “Cascade?” There was a hint of a question and something else in his tone. Was it hope?

Marlowe dipped the phone down so I could speak into it. “This is Cascade. I want to talk to my mom.”

“Are you okay?” he asked. “Did that boy hurt you?”

I had been right about the stranger’s voice. It was the same man who had attacked Davis and me on the shore.

Marlowe glared at me, and Tallulah touched my shoulder.

“What’s he talking about?” my dad asked.

The man’s cackle erupted over the speaker, and he spoke with disdain. “Blood traitor,” he addressed my dad. “I thought I killed you a long time ago.”

“It turns out I’m a lot harder to kill than you or the king thought,” my dad replied. He balled one of his fists and charged closer to the phone. “Let Yareli go.” He swallowed and lowered his voice. “You can have me instead.”

There was a pause, as if the merman considered his request. “You know what? I think I’ll decline your generous offer.”

I could hear my mom’s muffled pleas to speak to my dad in the background, and my dad’s face broke apart. “Please,” he begged. “We left. We went far away from Marilla, and we would have gone inland, but we couldn’t take the sea away from our daughters.”

“It’s funny you should put it that way,” the merman spoke. He sighed heavily, bored with hearing my dad attempt negotiations when he had the upper hand.

“Let me speak to the king!” my father demanded.

The merman laughed lazily. “I don’t think anyone will be speaking to him.”

“What have you done?” my father seethed.

“What I should have done a long time ago instead of waiting for my rightful place.”

“Give me back my wife, or I swear, I will find you and rip your—”

Tallulah’s soft voice cut between the two men. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”

My father backed away from the phone and scrubbed his hands over his face. Marlowe sat down next to me and put the phone on the center of the table.

“Tallulah?” the merman registered. “Is that you? I haven’t heard your candy-coated voice for years. Are you still trying to save the world, sweetheart?”

A look of confusion crossed my sister’s face. She glanced at Marlowe, but Marlowe only shrugged.

“Who is this?” I asked cautiously.

He chuckled. “You don’t remember me? I’m hurt.” A thump sounded over the phone like he had tapped his fist over his heart. “I’ll leave your family to explain that to you.”

A beep signaled the end of the call. For a moment, we stood around the phone like it would suddenly ring again.

“What’s going on?” I asked. I looked at my dad to answer me, but Marlowe spoke.

“Mom went to Marilla to have dinner with her father and brother. She was supposed to be back by nine, so dad gave her until ten before he messaged her. He got back a text that said she was staying in Marilla.”

“We knew she hadn’t sent it,” Tallulah added.

Marlowe started pacing. “She wouldn’t answer the phone when anyone called. He wouldn’t even let her answer Nixie’s calls.”

As if remembering his youngest daughter, my dad bolted up the steps to check on her.

“Who is it?” I asked my sisters, looking from one worried face to the other. “Who has our mom?”

“A freaking psycho,” Marlowe responded.

My mind raced over the possibilities. If the king, her father, didn’t have her, then was it her brother? I echoed my thoughts to my sisters. They exchanged a glance, but they didn’t comment. I decided it was the only other possibility.

My mom’s family had been a little more than upset when she had run away to marry my dad. Her parents hadn’t told her that legs would materialize if she left the water, so she’d thought she was doomed to walk on land for the rest of her days after she bumped her head on the bottom of a ship and washed up on the shore. Finding her unconscious, my father fell in love with her and used his first wish after he passed under the Glistening Tree to revive her and heal her injuries. He took her miles inland, away from any body of water.

They fell in love almost immediately, and even though he was betrothed to another unicorn, he married my mom. They had a few enemies, at first. Scorned hearts were slow to heal, but after my sisters were born, the community seemed to forget about their unlikely union.

My mom loved the water, and she always felt a pull to it, but her tail didn’t reappear when she danced in the rain or soaked in a bath. Finally, my dad took his family to the beach for a vacation. My mom sunbathed for a while and jumped into the ocean to cool off. Almost immediately, her tail returned.

She called her daughters into the ocean with her, and their tails materialized. She decided to go to Marilla right away. She hadn’t seen her parents or brother in years, and she wanted to let them know she was okay. She begged my dad to come with her, insisting that she could place an air bubble around his head that would sustain itself by absorbing the oxygen in the ocean. He decided to remain on land, but he encouraged her to visit her family.

My mom took her daughters to Marilla, and she stayed for two weeks. Two days before she planned to leave, she received news that my dad had been killed.

My mom went into a deep depression, and my grandmother cared for her. By the time my mom improved, my grandmother started to feel unwell. My mom nursed her, expecting her to get better, but each day was worse than the one before it. Finally, my grandmother succumbed to the disease.

My mom took several months to grieve her mother’s loss and grew closer to her brother. He loved my mom, but he was as against marriages between mixed beings as his parents, so years passed before he whispered in her ear that my father was still alive and revealed the king’s plan to kill him.

Relieved that his plan had failed, my mom took her daughters to the surface with the intent to run to the house she had shared with my father. She didn’t have to search for long. My dad had never left. He had stayed in the seaside town, and he spent his days by the shore. She ran into his arms and stayed there until her brother sent her an invitation to dine with them. Now, he had her, and he wasn’t going to let her go.

 


Chapter Five

“What do we do now?” I looked from my older sisters to my dad.

My dad stared at the wall where a five-by-seven picture frame held our last family photograph. In it, we stood on the beach with an early evening sun casting the perfect light over our already shining faces. My mom, my sisters, and I wore white maxi dresses with dark blue wraps, and my dad had on faded blue jeans and a white button up shirt. The memory was encased in a light blue frame with the word Family etched into the painted wood in glittery gold.

Tallulah put her hand on his shoulder. “Dad?”

He reached up and covered her hand with his own. “I don’t know what to do. Last time I tried to find Marilla, but an outsider can only see it if a merperson takes them there.” He buried his head in his hands. “She could be right under my nose, and I wouldn’t see her.”

He looked thoughtfully between Tallulah and Marlowe. “What do you remember about the place?”

Tallulah was closer to our dad, but Marlowe was born first by almost ten minutes, so she had always led the conversation on the behalf of the children. Tallulah and Nixie were more emotional, Tallulah consoling our dad and Nixie consoling our mom, and I seemed to be a spectator. I was present during the discussions, but I offered little in terms of resolutions. I simply voted for the most practical choice during family meetings.

Marlowe took her cue from Tallulah and said, “We were really little, Dad, and there wasn’t a lot to remember. We had our own suite at the castle, and we couldn’t leave it except when we had meals with the king.”

“What about our uncle?” I tried. “Do you remember him?”

Marlowe shook her head. “I don’t think I liked him a lot, but I don’t remember seeing him at meals or anything.”

“He was at the announcement,” Tallulah reminded her.

The announcement had provided my mom with an opportunity to escape. She had quickly wriggled away from her father’s guards and swam away. Marilla’s border was close to the castle, so she pulled her daughters with her to the other side. She created a water tunnel that propelled us within a mile of the shore. We were reunited with my dad that day.

“I remember the border,” I said, and everyone’s eyes darted to me.

“Do you think you could tell me where it is?” my dad asked, hope lifting his features.

“No. But I can show you.”

 


Chapter Six

“Absolutely not,” my dad said. 

“But I can—”

Marlowe held up a hand to interrupt me. “What if they capture you, separate you from Mom, and she has the opportunity to escape, but she doesn’t want to leave you?”

My dad nodded. “She was lucky to get out with all of you last time. She wouldn’t have tried to escape without her daughters.”

It was getting later, and my dad decided it would be best if we went to bed. Tallulah curled up with Nixie, but I refused Marlowe’s offer to sleep in her room. My dad paced the floor downstairs. I heard glass clinking, and I figured he had dipped into the liquor cabinet to try to ease his worries.

I drifted in and out of a fitful slumber. I had dreams of a magnificent castle constructed from shells, with ornate fixtures and more treasures than one thousand shipwrecks. I couldn’t tell if my dream stemmed from memories or if it was the product of my sister’s description.

A crash woke me and put all my senses on alert. Footsteps pounded the stairs. “Where are they?” I heard a raspy voice speak.

The pop of wood sounded, and Nixie screamed. I jumped out of my bed and ran into the hall. Two men in white robes darted into Nixie’s room.

I ran to the room, where the robed men were fighting Tallulah. They had almost pried Nixie away from her when more beings entered the house. A stream of hoots and yells paraded up the stairs with the boys as they pushed past me.

Marlowe was on the other side of the door, and she directed them to Nixie’s room. The boys fought the robed men, using magic to lift them off my sisters and toss them out the window.

Nixie and Tallulah hugged each other on the rug in front of Nixie’s bed. I ran to them, and soon Marlowe joined us, wrapping us in a big hug.

Tallulah looked up. “Where’s Dad?”

“He’s fine,” one of the boys said. “They knocked him out, but he’ll be okay.”

Tallulah jerked away from us to run downstairs. I heard her crying over the state of our father, but a man’s gentle tone reassured her.

“Are you alright?”

I startled when I recognized Davis’s voice. “Get out!” I yelled at him.

He had the decency to leave, but before he walked away, he said, “I didn’t want to hurt you, Cascade. I really like you.”

“Stay away from me!” I said to his back as he descended the steps.

Flit helped Nixie off the rug. “Are you okay, sweetie?”

Another fayrie nimbly grabbed a blanket from the bed and swiftly laid it over my sister’s shoulders. She extended a hand to Marlowe, but my sister graciously declined, preferring to rise on her own.

I should have been grateful for the fayries who had invaded my home like their own version of a police force, but I was seething with anger. “What are you doing here?” I directed my question at Flit, but the other fayrie answered.

“Davis has been monitoring your house for the past year. He called us to help him when he saw the druids.”

“Why were they here?” Tallulah shot from the doorway. She came in and Marlowe put her arm around her.

“They were sent by Kano to—”

“Saffron,” Flit cut her off. His cold eyes and tight lips communicated his need for her silence.

She acknowledged him and rephrased her sentence. “You’ll need to speak to Davis about it.”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging a shoulder. “The next time I want to be drugged, I’ll look him up.”

“He drugged you?” Marlowe asked, her voice rising. “I thought you looked a little weird.”

“It didn’t affect her cognition,” Saffron started, but seeing four incredulous faces, she stopped defending Davis’s actions.

A fayrie with deeper laugh lines ascended the steps and looked deliberately from Flit to Saffron. “The father’s awake. We need to move them while we can.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Arcane chose that moment to strut into my door and bounce up my steps, two at a time. He belched loudly.

Saffron laughed. “I guess I know what happened to the druids.”

Arcane patted his stomach. “Oh, c’mon. A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

My stomach rolled at the thought of Arcane ingesting two grown men. Dragons could swallow a man whole, and I wondered if it was the first time Arcane had eaten another being.

“Are you ready to move?” the older fayrie asked Arcane.

Arcane’s smile disappeared, and he slumped against the wall. “Davis knows my condition. Will it be honored?”

“Saffron,” the fayrie said. “Can you fulfil our dragon’s request?”

“Whoa, hold up, Whisk.” Arcane put his hands up. “I don’t belong to anyone. I can leave anytime I want.”

“And your girlfriend and her family will perish at the hands of the druids or the elves.”

The older fayrie had called his bluff, and Arcane contented himself by muttering, “I belong to no one.”

My sisters and I were allowed to pack a bag we could carry over our shoulder. Tallulah rushed through throwing clothes into her tote, so she could pack a few necessities for our dad. He was conscious, but he hadn’t tried to move. Marlowe and I helped Nixie fill her bag, and we finished packing up just as the older fayrie tapped his wrist, absent of the watch he sought to imitate ticking.

Marlowe went into the kitchen to throw something into her bag. She met us in the living room.

I thought about my sister’s trip to the kitchen. “Do we need to bring food?” I asked.

Flit shook his head. “We can provide food for you.”

My dad stared at the picture of our family, as if willing it to give him strength. He rose on trembling legs. Flit waited until he thought my dad’s limbs would give way beneath him before he reached for his arm. My dad flicked his hand away and stood.

Saffron turned out the lights and unplugged the appliances. Without the hum of the air conditioner and refrigerator, the house was silent.

How long were we going to be gone? I wondered, starting to regret the small space I’d left in my tote.

Arcane held out his arm, and I linked mine through it. “Ready for an adventure?” he asked. His dark eyes glinted neon green as Saffron turned out the last light in the house.

I smiled sadly, taking in the coconut scent I associated with my mom as well as the safety my house had given me until the druids broke in. A tear rolled down my cheek, and the moisture in my eyes magnified the moonlight. My vision cleared and landed on the family picture that had seemed to have given my dad some strength.

I grabbed the picture on the way out, stuffing it into my bag.

 


Chapter Seven

Mina’s parents were less than thrilled with the band of supernatural creatures who infiltrated their home in the wee hours of the morning. Mina’s mother was the most hospitable, offering us crackers and tea once we explained our purpose. Mina’s father exploded, his discrimination landing on all of us.

“I’m not leaving my house with a bunch of fayries and” —he gestured to my family— “whatever they are.” He lifted a gnarled finger and pointed it at Arcane. “I know what you are, boy. You can go slither back to your kind before I stomp you under my boot.”

Heat came off Arcane’s skin, and I felt sweat roll down my arm. I put my hand on his back to show solidarity, but I moved it quickly when he became too hot to touch.

Mina’s father eased back into his chair, lifting his salt and pepper eyebrows. They complemented his full head of hair and the tufts on his arms. “Do you have something to say, boy?” He put extra emphasis on the last word, chuckling when Arcane held himself in place.

It was a big blow to his dragon-sized pride, but it revealed Arcane’s true character when he averted his eyes. To a werewolf, that was a sign of weakness, but Arcane only wanted to get Mina out of danger as quickly as possible.

Mina threw open her bedroom door and stepped into the living room with us. She glanced over the group and ran into Arcane’s arms.

Her father jumped up so fast the chair almost flipped over. “Willowmina!”

My friend stared at her father, flipping her hair out of her face as she held Arcane’s arm. “Daddy, this is Arcane, my boyfriend.”

“Is he the father?” He pointed to her stomach.

I sucked in a breath as I processed my obliviousness and my selfishness. I thought back to her morning sickness that I had dismissed as shifter’s sickness and her continuous fatigue. My friend had shown the signs of pregnancy, but I had been so wrapped up in my own problems that I hadn’t considered it.

Arcane stepped out of our group. “I am.”

Mina moved beside Arcane as her father snarled, crouching into a stance that indicated something physical was going to take place between them. “I’ll rip off your spindly little wings and stuff them down your throat.” He advanced a pace and my father moved beside Arcane.

“Now, Samson,” my dad began. “I’m sure you and Marietta don’t want to explain to your grandchild why you were unreasonable with his or her father when he came to save your family.”

Mina’s dad scoffed, but his attention was off Arcane. “I don’t need saving.” He looked at the door and shouted. “Let them come! I can take care of me and my own.”

“Spoken like a true barbarian,” Marlowe mumbled and rolled her eyes.

Samson’s keen ears picked up her comment. He narrowed his eyes and approached my father. Both men stood proudly with their chins held high. Samson inhaled deeply, surveying my father’s children.

“You don’t smell like a family,” he said. “Is your blood so dirty I can’t pick out what you are?” He turned as if my father were beneath his notice. “Tell your mixed-blood mutt to keep her mouth shut.”

My dad and Marlowe lunged forward, but Arcane held my dad’s arm and Tallulah kept Marlow in place. Nixie hugged my hips, and I stroked her hair, keeping an eye on the most volatile man in the room.

“This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Mina’s mom said, wringing her hands in her apron. “From what these beings tell us, we need to leave now.”

“Hush woman,” Mina’s dad said, but his voice lacked bark.

“We have all noticed the strange deaths and earth shocks,” Whisk started.

To my surprise, everyone around me nodded. I stared incredulously at the back of my friend’s head. I had asked her about the earthquake I had felt, and she had denied it, but now she acted like it was common knowledge. And weren’t we best friends? Since she’d locked eyes with Arcane, she hadn’t even looked at me.

Samson had paced to the other side of the room, so my dad addressed the older fayrie. “My wife and I thought the king was sending elves and druids to kill supernatural creatures.”

“He is,” Marietta confirmed.

Whisk held up a finger. “Not him. Kano.”

I resisted the urge to question why Kano was so well-known and feared. As a successor to the throne, he had the power of Marilla at his disposal.

Samson had righted his easy chair and settled into it. His face paled, but he maintained eye contact. “They got Mitch when he came home from work.” Emotion clouded his eyes briefly before he blinked it away. “The human police thought it was a robbery, but what burglar doesn’t take anything and uses silver bullets?”

“Are the earthquakes caused by expansion?” Marietta interjected. She whispered the last word.

Whisk nodded. “Soon, Gallow’s Cove will be swallowed by the ocean.”

“And the humans will think it happened because of an earthquake,” Flit added. “He’s hitting two birds with one stone.” Flit blushed when the other fayries winced over his use of the crude expression. “He’ll expand his territory and wipe out a large portion of supernatural creatures at one time.”

“We’ll be fine,” Sampson argued. “I’m not gonna let some high-and-mighty fish run me out of my home.”

Mina took over. “Davis has a friend in the mountains,” she told her father. “He may be able to help us.”

Since when did she know Davis and his plans? I felt my stomach roll at the possibility that Mina had been pretending to be my best friend.

But wait! Davis had only been watching me for a year and Mina and I had been friends through high school. I held onto Nixie to keep myself grounded. Between Davis’s betrayal, my mom’s abduction, and my family’s uprooting, my head was spinning.

Samson ignored his daughter, staring at the blank wall by his chair. He crossed his arms over his chest, refusing to release his stubborn ideas.

Mina commanded his attention. “I’m going with them, father.”

At her admission, Samson bolted out of his chair, coming within inches of Mina. Just as quickly, Arcane put her behind him, and stood face-to-face with her father.

Samson smiled, revealing the tips of his powerful canines. “You’re gonna try to take my daughter from her family, boy?” He sniffed him. “I don’t think you have it in you.”

Marietta untied her apron and threw it onto the floor. “That’s enough,” she said as she stepped between them. Her challenge was powerful, but it wasn’t to assert herself as the alpha of the family.

Samson glared at his wife until she put one hand on the side of his cheek. “Please, Samson.”

Samson’s eyes lost intensity, and he backed away from Arcane, running a hand through his hair and pacing. “It won’t matter if we run to the mountains. He’ll still find us.”

“Kano only made successful alliances with druids and elves,” Whisk said confidently.

My dad huffed. “Are there more of us than there are of Kano’s mercenaries?” His small speech started with his eyes on Whisk, but it ended with a call to everyone in the room. “Yareli and I heard there have been millions of trolls, vampires, griffins, fayries, werewolves, and unicorns killed over the past month. Our numbers have dwindled to practically nothing. We have to act fast.”

I was oblivious to, or had been kept in the dark about, so much that my curiosity won over my need to help my dad rally support. “Why can’t he raise an army of merpeople out of the water?”

My dad answered my question. “Your mom kept that from happening the last time she left. She didn’t want her father to send scores of his people looking for her, so she took the ruby that kept Marilla alive when the merfolk left it. Without the ruby, Marilla needs the magic of the merpeople within its borders to maintain it, or it falls.”

“Mom’s ruby necklace,” I realized.

My dad nodded.

I panicked. “But it’s at our house. What if they come back and find it?”

Tallulah put her hand on my shoulder. “Relax,” she told me. “We know exactly where it is.”

I remembered she had packed our dad’s bag and wondered if she had stuffed it among his things. I didn’t ask her to confirm my suspicions in front of so many outsiders.

Once Samson made up his mind to join us, it didn’t take him long to pack his bag and meet us in the front yard. His wife and daughter were already there, flanking Arcane. He stared Arcane down, perhaps reminding him that he was the leader of the family, until Marietta crossed the yard and stood next to him.

We ended up in an empty house just outside our neighborhood. The realtor sign creaked as it swayed in the ocean’s breeze, and the waves lapped the sand so fiercely that they almost sounded like they were knocking against the house.

“We need to move now,” Saffron said as she paced the open area between the den and the kitchen.

Moonlight bathed the house, even though it was the darkest part of the night, and it cast sinister shadows against the walls. I agreed with Saffron. I wanted to leave.

“We have to wait on Davis,” Flit insisted. He kept moving around the windows, checking for his friend.

Finally, Davis appeared in the kitchen. I hadn’t heard a door open. One minute we were staring at each other without speaking, and the next he was making himself a peanut butter sandwich.

He must have brought the food with him, or materialized it out of the air, because the cabinets had been empty when we’d arrived. He handed the first sandwich to Nixie, and the second to Mina, but when he brought me the third sandwich, I shook my head. “You won’t fool me twice.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’ve already taken the malwort.”

Marlowe jumped up from her spot beside Nixie. She threw Nixie’s sandwich down before my little sister had a chance to take a bite.

Samson laughed dryly. “Mermaids. I’m on the run with a bunch of mermaids and fayries.”

He purposely left out the dragon and unicorn in our group, but it may have been an attempt to assert himself as the dominant male. He took a large bite of his sandwich when Davis gave it to him.

I decided to run cold water over my face in the bathroom. I was staring at myself in the mirror, when the door flew open, and Davis turned out the light.

“You’ll give away our position,” he hissed.

I stalked off after him. “I locked the door, you know!”

He waved his fingers in my face. “Fayrie magic.”

I was aware of the abilities of his kind. “I could have been doing other things.”

He had started to walk away from me, but he turned, a playful smile etching his lips. “I’ve seen worse.”

What was that supposed to mean? He had watched me for a year, but how closely had he followed me?

I pushed his arm, but it was like pushing a brick wall. I tried to think of another way I could wipe the grin off his face, but he advanced, backing me up until I was between him and a closed door.

“I didn’t know we were back to touching each other,” he said about my failed attempt to hurt him.

He trailed his fingers down my cheek, and I didn’t flinch. I tried to glare my hate at him, hoping it would consume him.

I was surprised when he kissed me, but I was even more shocked that I kissed him back, my body betraying my emotions. I ran my hands down his arms and over his chest until he pulled me so close to him that we could almost have been one person. His touches were insistent, but not greedy, and I melted into him.

Arcane cleared his throat. He had been on his way to the bathroom, and we were blocking the door.

I untangled myself from Davis and rejoined my family, thankful they couldn’t have seen me from their vantage point. Marlowe had just zipped up my bag, sharing a pointed look with Tallulah.

“What were you doing?” I asked them.

Marlowe answered a little too quickly. “I brought gallon-sized zipper bags to protect some of our stuff if we went into the water. I put one of the bags over the family picture.”

Even though her behavior was suspicious, Marlowe’s explanation seemed reasonable. I never doubted my sisters since they always had my best interests in mind, and when Tallulah picked up my bag, I allowed Marlowe to help me sling it across my body without another thought.

I sat between Marlowe and Tallulah who noticed my blush immediately. They didn’t leave me alone until I had given them every detail about my unwelcome meeting with Davis and our unexpected kiss. Nixie was a room away, wrapped around our dad as he talked to Whisk about strategies for getting his wife back, so I didn’t feel awkward about sharing my mixed feelings.

As I talked, Mina scooted over to us and nodded along knowingly. “I knew he liked you. He never stopped talking about you.”

My smile dropped. “How long have you known?” I asked her, but there was more I wanted to say. “Did you realize he was watching me? Were you going to tell me you were pregnant, or that you were in a relationship with Arcane?” I took a breath before I asked the question that really bothered me. “Are you even really my friend?”

Windows broke and the doors banged open. An array of blue, green, and purple beings with broad shoulders, muscular frames, and dripping hair busted into the house.

“Get the young ones,” one of the mermen directed, and two of the others pushed my dad out of the way. Tallulah ran to Nixie and held onto her arms as she screamed, her eyes wide and watching as the mermen broke through the last line of her defense.

In the blink of an eye, one strong merman held each of us. We struggled against them, and Samson almost broke free, but he was knocked unconscious before he could shift into a werewolf. Arcane had managed to extend his wings, but the one who seemed to lead the band of mermen grabbed his wings before he took flight. My dad was still recovering from his fight with the druids who broke into our house, and he had been discarded in a heap under a broken window. Tiny shards of glass poked into his skin, creating crimson splatters on the polished floor.

I pleaded with the fayries with my eyes. Please use your magic to save my family.

The merman who held Arcane told the others, “Take them to Marilla.”

As I was pushed to the water, my mind went numb. So much had happened in so little time.

Nixie grabbed my hand and Tallulah gave me a resigned smile. I wished there was something I could do.

Marlowe looked as defeated as I felt. She resisted when the mermen touched her, but they were content to herd her with the rest of us.

The wounded and unconscious were carried into the water by the mermen. I jumped when bodies started flying past me. The first beings in our group who touched the water were thrown back, bringing the guards who held them. It seemed Davis’s sandwiches had been laced with malwort after all.

My dad, Marietta, and Arcane lay motionless while their attackers were stiffly sprawled on the sand. At first, they couldn’t even blink or move their lips.

“Malwort,” a voice sneered.

Davis acknowledged the merman with narrowed eyes. “Kano.”

The same merman who had attacked Davis and me at the rock on the beach walked out of the water. He surveyed the group, nodding at the merman who held Whisk. “Take the fayrie to the water. Let it go in by itself.”

Whisk and Saffron were thrown from the water before he turned to Davis. “Did you give malwort to all of them?”

Davis stared back defiantly, earning a bloody nose. He spit the blood that ran into his mouth into the merman’s face. “You took my family from me, so now I’ll separate you from yours.”

The merman steepled his fingers. “You couldn’t have given it to all of them.” His smile stretched across his face.

Davis remained quiet.

My dad was beginning to recover, his unicorn biology affording him release from the hold of the malwort faster than Arcane and Marietta. He ran full force at the merman, transforming as he connected with him. The merman was hardly impacted. He grabbed my dad’s horn and snapped it as easily as he could break a twig.

With a third of his horn gone, my father resumed his human shape. He lay in a heap at the merman’s feet. “Where is she?” he begged.

The merman’s face lacked expression. He was completely unmoved by my dad as he pleaded for his wife.

“She’s where she was meant to be,” he answered him. He looked down at my father, sneering over his crumpled frame. “She’s staying in Marilla with her true husband. Me.”

My knees almost buckled. How could it be possible? I had thought the merman was my uncle, but Kano was something else. Someone else.

My father spat at his feet. The merman lifted his foot to kick him, but he stopped when I cried out. “Please don’t hurt him!”

Kano locked eyes with me, and there was something so familiar in them. His wet hair was pulled behind him, revealing ears that were strongly disproportionate.

“For you, Cascade, I will stay my hand.”

Confusion overtook my exhausted mind. I wondered how far he would go to please me.

“Please, let us all go.”

His mouth lifted in a smile that didn’t reach his eyes and he arched his head at me. “I don’t think so, Caddy, but good try.”

The nickname hit me so hard it almost took my breath. A memory of him as clear as the scene before me rushed up.

We were in a large room of the castle with soft shell beds and pink curtains that drifted lazily in the waves. The merman held my hand, guiding me as I swam into my first loop.

“You’re my father?” I spoke the realization as it dawned on me. My dad looked away, and Marlowe and Tallulah avoided my eyes when I searched for their confirmation. Why had no one told me?

The man nodded. “And hers.” He pointed to Nixie.

“Yareli lost your son,” my father shouted at him. “Nixie is mine.”

The merman, my biological father, shook his head. “Is that what she told you?”

A figure emerged from the trees that lined the shore. She was dressed in the leaves of the forest and a bow was slung over her shoulder. Her ears pointed out of her hair.

“Ashen!” Kano beamed. He clapped his hands together. “Did you bring it?”

She stopped short of him, saluting the merman like he was a general. “I have brought the natural remedy to malwort.” She handed him a small vial.

He motioned to our group. “Will it be enough?”

She looked over our broken army of rebels. “You may have to choose carefully.”

He sucked his lips. “Thank you, Ashen. Tell your father to expect his first shipment next week.”

“As you say, it will be done,” she responded. After another salute, Ashen disappeared into the woods.

“Start with my young ones.” He gave the vial to the merman closest to him and pointed to Nixie and me. “Then give it to their sisters.”

The merman was unmoved by our protests as he shoved a finger laced with the antidote into Nixie’s mouth. My sisters and I fought uselessly as Nixie was taken into the waves, crying our names until her voice was drowned.

My dad sat motionless. I didn’t know if it was because of his broken horn or broken spirit.

Kano shoved Davis in front of the merman who held the vial. “Give some to him. He deserves to stand trial in Marilla.”

Davis didn’t resist, and the merman who held him walked him into the water. I watched after him, trying to care about his intended fate but feeling nothing.

Tallulah and Marlowe were afforded tiny drops of the elixir, and the merman approached me while the ocean swallowed them.

Arcane’s wings flipped up and the merman who was holding me rushed to help secure him. Kano noticed the escalating situation, and walked toward me, but Saffron knocked him off his path.

Whisk blew a golden dust into the water and Davis emerged coughing and sputtering. Kano knocked Saffron to the side, and she didn’t get up. Flit took over while Davis got his bearings.

Arcane transformed into a dragon, unleashing fiery fury on his captors. Samson acted quickly, picking up Mina and me and running to where Davis, Arcane, and Marietta were gathered.

Before I could protest, Arcane whipped us into his wings and created a wind tunnel. I extended my hand, seeing my broken father, and my biological father, stretching their hands in vain. But I hadn’t held my hand out for them. I was reaching for my sisters.

 


Chapter Eight

When we landed, I already knew they were gone. He had them, and I was never going to see them again. All I had left of my sisters or my past life, was in the tote slung over my shoulder.

Mina stood over a trembling Arcane, who had shifted back into human form. In his eyes, he had saved me from a terrible doom, but now I was separated from my sisters. I helped Mina with him while Davis spoke to her parents.

“I got us as close as I could,” Arcane croaked out, motioning to our surroundings.

He had deposited us in a field beside a country road. Mountains rose around us, creating the perfect natural barrier. Purple flowers marked the end of a season and a bat circled overhead before it closed its wings for the day.

Mina wiped her hand across his forehead. “You did great.”

Davis called us over, but seeing Arcane’s condition, he asked Mina’s parents to follow him to where we stood. Samson appeared reluctant, but he was part of the conversation when Davis began.

“We’re within three miles of the town,” Davis began.

Arcane pushed himself up on his elbows. “Tell me what direction I need to take everyone, and—” He winced.

Davis crouched down and put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve already done enough. I’m going to use my compass to get us there.”

Marietta looked at me. “Is he talking about some sort of fayrie magic?”

Davis answered her, producing a black device from his pocket. I recognized it immediately as a regular compass. My dad used to use one when our family would pretend to find buried treasure on the beach. Once, he gave us clues that led us to our house. The real treasure is the family who lives here together, he had said.

I tried to push the tears away, but they ran down my face. Mina was busy with Arcane, so she didn’t notice, but Marietta embraced me. She wasn’t my mother, but she held me like one, and my tears flowed. I didn’t have to tell her that I was scared about what would happen to my mother and sisters, and I was worried about my dad.

My dad would stay in that town—possibly in the house where we had been hiding—waiting for his wife and daughters. He wouldn’t go after me, even though I’d be the easiest to find. I wasn’t his daughter. Not really. He had tried to save Nixie by telling the merman that she was his daughter, but he hadn’t used the excuse that he had raised me as his own when my paternity was brought to light.

Who knows? Maybe he had been telling the truth. Maybe I was the merman’s only progeny.

Davis left our group as I cried. He checked with Marietta, and she waved him on. I had calmed to intermittent sobs, so I felt their conversation over my head.

Davis touched my arm, but I shrugged him off me. I wasn’t mad at him, but he stood for everything that had caused my life to spiral out of control.

Samson decided to go with Davis. He wanted to be useful, and he’d have only felt awkward standing around as I cried and Arcane attempted to heal.

Mina’s pains started an hour after Davis and her father left. Marietta rushed to her daughter’s side, and Arcane had recuperated enough to sit up and put his arms around her.

Mina looked up at her mother for comfort, but her mother shook her head. “It’s way too early. The stress was too much.”

My friend was losing her baby.

 


Chapter Nine

Another hour passed before Davis and Samson made their way back to us. Davis flew to me, his glittery wings hovering him inches above the ground before he settled in front of me.

“They’re already here,” he informed me. His bright green eyes glowed happily. It was the first time I’d seen him so exuberant. “It’s almost like everyone knew to come here.” He took one of my hands in each of his. “There are fayries, unicorns, werewolves, dragons, trolls, griffins, and vampires lined up—”

“Vampires?” Marietta interrupted.

“There’s an unwritten truce,” Davis assured her. “They won’t hurt any of us.”

Marietta looked at Samson for confirmation and he nodded.

A wail from Mina drew our attention. Samson craned his neck to look over his wife at his daughter. She was lying on her side with her knees drawn up. She had turned away from everyone except her mother, and Arcane lay against her, spooning her. His heat was soothing to her as she battled the pain that would expel her baby months before it had a chance to live.

Marietta had whispered words of comfort to her, but Mina just cried harder. If the same thing had happened to me, I would have had a greater chance of becoming pregnant again soon, but the biology of a werewolf didn’t allow for it. Werewolf children were twenty or more years apart. Most of the time, you saw a young couple with a baby or a middle-aged couple with a newborn. Mina wouldn’t be able to have another child for decades.

Arcane seemed to blame himself for Mina’s suffering, but he said nothing, only holding his girlfriend as she twisted in pain. To the others, Arcane may have seemed to ignore Samson’s accusatory looks, but Cascade saw his eyes dart in the direction of the pacing werewolf whenever he glared at him. It may or may not have been because of the wind tunnels he had looped us through. Secretly, I hoped it had nothing to do with Arcane, and I added something else to the list of reasons I hated my biological father.

As I watched Arcane hold Mina, tenderly stroking her hair and attentive to every cry, I wondered about his family. He seemed to have had a good example of compassionate partners sometime during his life to be so devoted to Mina and her needs, but he hadn’t spoken about his home life, except to mention that he lived several houses away from me. Why weren’t his parents with us?

Davis folded his hands. “I know this is probably the worst time, but we need to go.”

Arcane shot up. “Mina’s not going anywhere. She’s in pain, and she’s about to—”

“I know,” Davis conceded, keeping his eyes on Arcane. “But the magician is going to do something tonight to protect us. We have to be there when he does it.”

“I’m not leaving her.” Arcane crossed his arms over his chest.

“You don’t have to leave her,” Davis told him. He sighed heavily before he pulled a brown suede pouch from his pocket.

We gathered around Mina, and Davis sprinkled the glittery gold dust over us. He whispered the name of the town, and then I was there. I teetered, and almost fell, but Samson righted me.

“Fayrie magic,” Samson scoffed. “It’s unnatural enough to make any being sick.”

I fought the urge to remind Samson that he hadn’t refused its use to carry his family to safety. When he continued to spout conspiracy theories about the origin of fayrie dust, I stared ahead and inwardly rolled my eyes, neither condoning his actions nor disagreeing with him. Everyone in the group adopted the same approach, and with no one to support or oppose him, Samson quickly ran out of steam.

We landed on an unmarked road in front of an old Victorian home. No other houses dotted the stretch of asphalt, and the woods rushed up to meet the backyard. The two-story house rested on a hill with a carpet of evergreen grass around it. The maroon paint had faded to a light pink, and the long windows glinted the late morning sun.

Creatures were lined around the white wrap-around porch and gathered in the driveway. After an hour sitting on the curb of the road, I was told that most of the supernaturals had drifted into town. Someone had the good sense to tie a couple of balloons around the mailbox, so passing humans wouldn’t wonder about the number of beings around the house. It looked like a birthday party or an odd family reunion.

Trolls roamed the back yard. Occasionally, they’d clank their clubs together or use them to scratch their heads. I could spot the fayries and unicorns easily; their vibrantly colored eyes and wispy movements gave them away. The beings with dark hair could either have been dragons or werewolves, and the griffins were distinguishable by their beaks and the feathers that lined their arms. Any of the beings could have been a vampire.

Passing humans would only see a large group of different people, not unlike the crowd at a family-friendly concert. Every being’s natural glamor kept humans from noticing feathers, wings, pointed teeth, and longer than average clubs. The only humans who would catch our differences were clairvoyants, but they were supernatural, too, even though most of them didn’t realize to what extent they were like us.

After another hour, we watched caravans of people leaving the town, following the road in front of us to anywhere else on the map. At first, a couple of cars passed, loaded down with possessions, but then vehicles drove by our group steadily, the occupants staring straight forward with glassy eyes.

Davis sat down next to me on the curb. “He’s getting the humans out of range.” He nodded his head, agreeing with the process. “Magicians are freaking brilliant.”

“Where will they all go?” I asked. “Are they on vacation? What will they do when they come back and we’re all here?”

He shrugged. “Archard has a plan, and I don’t ask questions; I only follow orders.”

Around noon, a young woman with raven black hair, deep violet eyes, and brick red lipstick glided out the door and drifted to our group. A blue velvet dress flowed around her ankles and arms as she walked, revealing her form while simultaneously covering it. Every eye followed her, and the vampires were easier to pick out as they surveyed her with their hungry expressions.

I was surprised when she stopped in front of us and addressed Davis. I thought he’d be smitten by her beauty, but he only responded cordially to her words.

“I’m Amalthea,” she told us. She spread her hands to indicate our group. “My brother has requested your presence.” She dipped her head once and turned around, expecting us to follow her.

Mina let out a low groan when Arcane picked her up. Sweat was running in rivers down her face.

I touched my friend’s hand as we walked. Her skin was clammy, and the side of her face drooped.

“What can I do?” I asked her.

Mina’s reply was garbled. She was so exhausted from the pain that she could hardly string words together. She told me that she hoped the baby would exit her body soon since it was already on its way out.

The inside of the house was light and airy, with curtainless windows and an artificial, circumfluent breeze that circulated from room to room. Lemon-yellow pages hung on the wall at varying angles. Spells were drawn all over the flapping papers, seeming to make the words move in spirals. I studied them, but nothing made sense to me.

He was in the library, surrounded by stacks of books. He sat on the floor, the towers of tomes seeming to rise like skyscrapers around him.

He was much younger than I would have guessed. His dark hair was a stark contrast to his cerulean eyes, and his muscles were evident under the jeans and tight purple tee shirt he wore. He looked like one of the college kids that played volleyball on the beach in Gallow’s Cove, not a well-trained magician ready to save several races of beings.

“Archard,” Amalthea spoke, shaking him from his studies.

He noticed our group and jumped to his feet in one swift motion. He startled us when he addressed each of us by name. Lastly, his eyes swept over Mina. Arcane had placed her on a red velvet couch, and he knelt next to her, wiping her brow with his hand.

Archard flipped out a handkerchief and dabbed it on her temples. “I’m sorry you’re in so much pain, Willowmina.”

Arcane glared at him, but he said nothing, unwilling to put more stress on Mina with jealous actions. He held her hand and wouldn’t shift his position to allow Archard to have better access to his girlfriend.

“You have done so well,” Archard said. His words were almost a caress.

Her head rolled away from Arcane, and she narrowed her eyes at the magician. He must have thought his praise was an encouragement to her, but she seemed to despise him for diminishing her emotional loss.

“If I had done so well, the baby would be okay,” she spat at him between breaths. Arcane tried to bring her closer to him, but she weakly pushed him away. “I’m losing the baby!”

The venom in her words didn’t startle Archard. He continued to dab her face with the handkerchief, emitting a soft shushing sound, like he was calming a newborn.

“Oh, my dear, it’s quite the contrary,” he said to her. “You are almost ready to deliver.”

 


Chapter Ten

“What?” everyone seemed to say at once.

Samson had been quiet through most of Mina’s suffering, but he crossed the room and grabbed Archard, meaning to turn him around. Archard flexed his shoulder, and Samson’s grip slipped.

“I’m immune to supernatural harm,” Archard said dismissively. “No matter how slight.”

Marietta tried to explain her husband’s actions. Even though he was young, Mina’s mom realized we were in the presence of a great magician, and she didn’t want her family on his bad side. “My husband was startled, and—”

Samson interrupted her, and Archard’s eyebrows rose. “She can’t be more than four or five months pregnant,” he barked. “How could she be ready to deliver?”

Marietta stepped in again. “You may not know about the way werewolves bring their children into the world, but we usually carry our young as long as humans.”

“I can handle myself, Etta,” Samson said, but his voice had lost its bite.

Archard smiled benignly. “I well-versed in the manner of werewolf reproduction, but the baby is not purely Lycan.”

Samson huffed and put his weight on one leg. It was uncommon for a werewolf to drop their eyes, but Samson seemed more ashamed of his daughter’s chosen mate than he was about her untimely pregnancy.

“What do you mean?” Arcane spoke up. “We tried to find anything we could about it, but—”

Archard answered his unasked question when he was sure Arcane couldn’t continue. “Throughout time, there have been many werewolf and dragon unions.” He held a finger up. “However, they usually are not fruitful.” He turned back to pressing the cloth to my friend’s forehead. “When pregnancies result from this type of union, a choice must be made.”

I voiced the concern on everyone’s mind. “What choice?”

He glanced up at me, and for a moment I wondered if he was as youthful as his appearance suggested. His eyes seemed kind and wise. It was easy to be attracted to his physical form, but there was a layer beneath it that required the understanding of a special being.

Archard moved his mouth into a frown and turned his attention back to Mina. “Willowmina must decide if she wants to keep the baby or if it will die so she may live.”

 


Chapter Eleven

“No!” Arcane said. “No, no, no.” He shook his head fiercely, his chest darkening to a deep red. The temperature in the room lifted a couple of degrees despite the constant air flow.

Mina lifted her hand, but she couldn’t reach his face. Her arm dropped limply. “You’ll take the baby,” she told Arcane in a forced whisper. She pointed to where she had last seen her parents standing. “Mom will help you.” She couldn’t move her head to see her, but Marietta nodded.

I was almost numb. In the space of a day, I had lost my entire family, discovered my dad was not my father, been completely uprooted, and been thrown into a town that had become a refuge for what remained of the world’s supernatural creatures. Now, my best friend—my only real friend outside of my family—was choosing to end her life so her baby could live.

I hadn’t known about the pregnancy, but I thought I could help her sew baby clothes and pick names. Then, when she believed she was losing the baby, I’d imagined consoling her, and finding new hobbies to distract her from her loss. But it was all over. Whether Arcane realized it or not, Mina had made up her mind.

“But I don’t want their help,” Arcane argued. “I want to raise the baby with you.”

“Can’t you do something?” Samson begged. He was as close to tears as he would allow. “Don’t you have magic?” He pointed to Davis. “Can’t you get your little fayrie friends together and help?”

Davis flustered through an answer. “I—We don’t have that kind of magic.”

His gaze fell on me. “How about you? I don’t know what mermaids can do, but your father seemed powerful.”

“He’s not my father,” I spat.

Samson dismissed my words. “You’re her best friend. Help her.”

Archard spoke up. “No one can help her. Willowmina has made her decision.” As he addressed us, irritation showed on his face for the first time. “It is best for you to spend her remaining time in harmony.”

Tears slid down Arcane’s cheeks, but he tried to smile at Mina. “You are so strong. I don’t think I could have made the same decision.”

“You will,” Mina told him, her breaths ragged. “When the baby’s here, you will protect it with everything you have”— she struggled to take a breath— “and are.”

“I’ll miss you so much,” he cried, bringing her hand to his mouth and kissing it.

Dragons were as proud as werewolves, but Arcane didn’t seem to mind that we were watching his private moments with Mina. Samson left the room in a flash.

Mina’s eyes shifted. “Daddy,” she called after him, but her voice was too weak for him to hear once he’d bolted out the door.

Archard moved so Mina’s mother could hold her hand. He patted the woman’s shoulder in sympathy.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he said formally, and left the room.

I started to follow him, but Davis pulled my arm. “Where are you going?”

His question was innocent, but it bothered me. My mom and dad weren’t here, and I didn’t feel like I should have to answer to him. “I’m not one of your soldiers, so back off.”

He let me go, but he followed me into the next room. “It’s not like that, Cascade. I don’t want you to follow my orders.” He ran a hand down my jawline. “I was just worried about you.”

I jerked away. “Go back in there and leave me alone.” I pointed to the room where most of the group was waiting for Mina to die.

I left him looking after me, and I went in the direction I’d seen Archard go. I heard Amalthea’s whispers, and I paused just outside the kitchen. I leaned against the cool wood and crackling wallpaper. Their images were reflected in the glass of the picture frame adjacent to me.

“You can’t let her die,” Archard said in a low tone.

“No one was there for mother when—”

“You can’t hold that against her,” he argued, his voice firm. “None of her family members were part of the council.”

I thought they were finished speaking until Amalthea spoke again. The burden of sadness and grief stretched over her words. “I never walked under the Glistening Tree. I don’t have the kind of magic she’ll need.”

“What if I brought it here?” Archard suggested hopefully.

There was a long pause as his sister considered his suggestion. “I don’t know—”

“I can do it,” he promised, more excited than I’d heard him since we met. “I can uproot it and bring it here.”

“All of that while you’re putting up a protective barrier?” She sounded skeptical.

I didn’t like how long it took him to answer. Amalthea had similar thoughts.

“You don’t expect to survive your spell, do you?”

“I’ll give you the spell book, and you can put it in the vault. Not even a troll’s strength can open it without the code.”

“I don’t care about that stupid spell book, Archard! I care about you!”

“But you have to care, dearest,” he said. The figures moved into an embrace. “Great sacrifices have been made for that book—”

“Our family is one big sacrifice,” she sobbed, slamming a fist against his chest. “I’m so tired.”

“I know. But soon, you can rest in an organized world. I’ll put you under a protection so great that no one will ever penetrate it.”

“But what is all of that without you?” she asked him.

I slinked back down the hall, but when I was within reach of the door, I heard Mina cry out. My hand paused on the knob. Would this be the last time I saw my friend or would Archard and his sister save her?

“Cascade.”

His voice stopped me and sent shivers down my body. I hadn’t thought I was attracted to him, but my name on his lips made me lose my breath. I supposed he had that effect on a lot of women.

I turned and faced him. He exuded only confidence, his posture straight and almost regal.

“You were listening to me talk to my sister.”

I nodded, even though it wasn’t a question.

He pointed to my tote. “I will try to save your friend, but I think we can avoid more pain if you give me the necklace in your shoulder bag.”

My eyes grew wide. I ripped open the zipper on my tote, and my mom’s ruby necklace stared back at me. Tallulah must have slipped it into my bag before I told her about my kiss with Davis. How had she known we’d be separated?

My mind led me to the obvious answer. Nixie had told our sisters to put the necklace in my bag. She had seen a glimpse of the future, and she’d kept the necklace from returning to Marilla.

I held it to my chest protectively. “They’ll die if you destroy it.”

Somehow, he knew who I meant, and I wondered if he received his information from a source or some type of telepathy. He steepled his fingers.

“I’m not going to kill an entire race of beings.” I saw a trace of hurt in the way his mouth dropped. His eyes didn’t crinkle at the corners anymore. “I’m only going to bind them to the water.”

I thought of my mom and sisters and clenched the necklace tighter. “For how long?”

He looked at me with sympathy. “This is not the first time their race has created wars in and between the races, but I am willing to put a limit on the time.”

“How long?”

“One hundred years.”

His answer shocked me. “But my dad…” I trailed off, wondering if I should still refer to him that way. I decided Archard didn’t need to understand the reason for my hesitation, even though he seemed to know things about me I hadn’t told him. “But my dad will never see my mom and sisters again.”

Archard moved one of the fingers in his steeple down. “No, he will not. But you will have the chance to see the rest of your family again.”

“But we’ll never be together again as a family?”

He showed no exasperation with me, holding my eyes. “No, Cascade. You will never be together as a family again, but no matter what I do or do not do, your family will be broken.”

I played out several scenarios in my mind, but none of them produced the desired result. I could give Archard the necklace and wait one hundred years to see my family, or I could hold on to the royal ruby of the sea and possibly see them again, but under whatever restraints my biological father was holding them under. There was also the possibility that Archard could renege on his promise to help the refugees who remained in his town and find a way to protect his sister and himself. He seemed too honorable to go back on his word, though.

“I’ll think about it,” I told him, holding the necklace tightly. It crossed my mind that he could take it from me, but he made no move to do so. “I want to take care of Mina first.”

His stare deepened and he folded his hands in front of him. “I understand the need to take care of your friend first, but time—”

I held up my hand. “I’m not going to do anything until we figure out a way to get the Glistening Tree here.”

If he was surprised by my statement, he didn’t show it. He had already acknowledged my eavesdropping.

He moved past me to open the door, holding it wide for me to enter. The smell of crisp linen followed him, reminding me of running through the sheets my mom hung up on the line outside to dry. I could almost feel the damp cloth sticking to my face and outstretched arms as my sisters raced after me.

I made my decision. I didn’t care if I was forced from the town, and I had to fight every druid and elf in a 500-mile radius. I would not let Archard banish my mom and sisters to the sea.

 


Chapter Twelve

“But I can only uproot it,” Archard admitted. “I can’t get it here. It would take too much of my power, and I need as much as I can get for the barrier.”

We listened to his plan as Mina rested. Archard had spelled her, basically knocking her out as the pain was too great. Samson still hadn’t returned, but Marietta cared for her daughter when Arcane was unsure what to do.

“I’ll do it,” Arcane volunteered.

Archard lifted his heavy eyebrows. “Are you certain?”

“Yeah.” He glanced down at Mina, her breaths steady in her slumber. “I’ll do anything to save her.”

“It’s a noble quest, but there’s no guarantee it will work,” Archard warned him. “The tree may not take root here, or it may reject Amalthea.”

“Why would it reject her?” Davis asked. “You said she’s supernatural and seventeen.”

Archard ignored the question, choosing instead to make plans with Arcane. They spoke quietly while I asked Marietta about Mina.

She put her hand to her daughter’s forehead as if she were gauging her temperature. “Her pain is worse than anything I ever experienced when I birthed her.” She didn’t look at me, opting instead to stare at Mina as she breathed. “I can’t imagine what kind of being is doing this to her.”

I tried to keep in mind that she was watching her child die, but I couldn’t help but defend the growing form inside Mina, even if it was taking my best friend from me. It’s what Mina would want me to do. “The baby doesn’t know that its birth will kill its mother. You can’t blame the baby.”

I made sure to say baby twice so Marietta would understand that we were speaking about a living being. Marietta seemed to understand, and she nodded.

“I’m just nervous, honey.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed it before letting it go. “The baby will be surrounded by so much love.”

Arcane slipped out from beneath Mina. He spoke to her softly, and whatever he said was lost before anyone else heard it. After kissing her head, he left on a mission we all hoped would save her.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Archard required absolute silence while he uprooted a thousand-year-old tree, so Marietta, Davis, and I stayed in the room with Mina while he dismissed himself to his bedroom. It was hard to appear unmoved while my friend’s life was at stake, though.

Amalthea brought a tray of crackers and cheese and poured tea for each of us. A glass cup held ice chips for Mina if she woke up. She couldn’t keep food or water down, so we hoped the ice chips would help hydrate her.

Amalthea apologized for their lack of food, admitting that her brother usually conjured their meals. Realizing that he was saving his energy for higher purposes, we ate the snack gratefully.

I sat at Archard’s desk, where he had been sketching a design sometime prior to our arrival. The most distinctive homes in the town were evident, with unicorns galloping down the streets and dragons and griffins in flight beneath a snow globe-type structure. A glass dome had been drawn over the scene, locking in the town and its inhabitants. I ran my finger over the design and smudged a unicorn.

“It’s a good idea,” Davis commented.

I hadn’t paid a lot of attention to him since we had been called into Archard’s house. I had been thinking about my lost family and anxious about Mina’s condition.

“Will you take a walk with me?” He tried to grab my hand, but I pulled it away and clutched the strap on my bag.

I laughed dryly. “That didn’t work out well last time.”

The corners of his mouth lifted into a grin that met his eyes. “I promise no mermen will attack us this time.” He glanced out the floor-to-ceiling window. “You’re probably the only merperson here.”

He was right. The rest of my kind were swimming in Marilla, near my mom and sisters, waiting for their new king to address them about the war he’d orchestrated.

We walked down the side of the house. A few children were playing tag, and one bumped into me. Most of the time I couldn’t tell a werewolf from a dragon, but this small creature grinned at me, revealing two sharp canines. She was small, just able to speak, and her eyes captivated me. They were so deep and dark that they were like two wells. It was such a challenge to her sweet expression.

“Maureen!” A being I assumed was her mother ran up to us, picking up her daughter in one swift motion. “Don’t bother these beings.”

“It’s okay,” I said, still staring at the beautiful child.

“She’s just inquisitive,” Davis said, touching the toddler’s cheek.

Her mother pulled her away. The action was slight, but we both noticed her contorted features. The mother tried to explain her hesitation by telling us about her husband’s demise, but Davis and I both recognized her revulsion. It was clear she didn’t usually converse with other races.

I wasn’t surprised when Samson walked up behind her. “They’re getting ready to play hopscotch in the driveway,” he told Maureen’s mother. A group of werewolves chalked out lines for play. They didn’t tell other beings not to join them, but with the array of children’s games available in the backyard, it was clear the group was drawing more lines than the ones on the driveway.

Samson gestured to the lady. “This is Mitch’s wife. I worked with him before—” He shook his head, unwilling to finish his sentence in front of his friend’s wife and child.

I remembered the story he had told us when we showed up at his house. It had only been hours, but after everything that had happened, it felt like weeks had passed since I stood in Samson’s living room.

“Mina is in the house,” I said abruptly. “She cried out for you when you left.”

His jovial face faltered but reshuffled into a smile. “She has her mother. I’d only get in the way.”

“Have fun,” I spoke flatly, but to Maureen I chirped, “It was nice to meet you.”

She flashed her fangs at me again and waved her chubby hand. I grabbed Davis’s arm and marched into the woods. I didn’t realize I was dragging him until he almost tripped over a rock. The disruption in my pace brought me out of my anger.

“I’m sorry.” I stopped and turned around, realizing he was staring at me as if he were waiting for a bomb to explode. I let my feelings pour out of me.

“Who do they think they are?” I yelled. A couple of birds took off from nearby branches. “They’re no better than any other race, with their sharp teeth and moon worship!” I pointed to the house. “Samson even discriminates against his own daughter! She fell in love with a dragon, so she’s basically on her own! Mina has to sit in that house in agony while she delivers a baby that will kill her, and I can’t do anything about it!”

I felt Davis’s arms around me, and I fought against him. “Let me be here for you,” he whispered.

I couldn’t relax in his embrace. I broke away and slung my tote onto the ground.

I lunged at him, intending to claw at his eyes or push him into fighting me. I had so much anger and I had nowhere to put it. He saw my feeble attempts to hurt him and grabbed my wrists. For a moment, I thought he was going to throw me onto the ground and leave. His eyes ran back and forth over me, as if he were reading a book that surprised and frightened him.

He let go of my wrists and kissed me. He pressed his lips to my mouth hard, his tongue demanding entry. I pushed my hands against his chest, and he released me.

“I’m sorry,” he said, running his hand through his hair. “I think we’re all just a little crazy right now with—”

I cut him off with my mouth on his. Davis’s arms wrapped around me, and I closed the gap between us. He was most of the reason for my pain, but he was the perfect distraction.

I let him kiss me until my lips were swollen. He laid me on the grass, and everything felt right until I thought about my friend.

Mina had a sexual relationship with a being from another race and now she lay dying. I didn’t know what would happen if a fayrie and mermaid mated, and I was pretty sure Davis was equally clueless.

“What’s wrong?” he asked when I broke our contact and slid from beneath him.

I brought my knees up to my chest and he pulled some leaves out of my hair. I told him my thoughts about what we were doing.

“I could—”

I held up my hand to stop him before he made a suggestion my sisters had warned me about. My fingers danced up his arm. “I need to know that I won’t end up like Mina.”

He laced his fingers through mine. “You’re right. I just got carried away. I mean, we may die, and I wanted to experience this with you before…”

Davis trailed off, but I could guess the rest. Either we would be part of a big community of people who would have to learn to live in harmony or we’d be constantly on the run, fighting for our lives until we were killed, or in my case, captured.

Suddenly, the ground shook as if a thousand stampeding animals were running at us. I could hardly stand, but I managed to grab my tote and race behind Davis. I bounced off the trees, using them to keep me upright as the ground trembled. But then, as abruptly as it began, the land was still.

 


Chapter Thirteen

Davis saw it first. He stopped at the edge of the trees and stared. A glass structure had started to encase the town, lifting out of the ground as if it had always been under the earth’s surface, waiting for Archard to raise it. The games around the house had paused as many of the beings watched grapples attached to ropes fix on the top edges of the dome.

I charged into the house with Davis following close behind me. I was determined to find Archard’s room, but he was already in the kitchen on his hands and knees, with his sister bent over him.

“I couldn’t stop them,” he said between ragged breaths. “I had to—”

Amalthea shushed him when he tried to speak again. She glanced up at us. “He saw the elves and druids charging the town, so he started lifting the barrier.”

“Dome,” he corrected in a husky bark.

She patted her brother’s back. “He couldn’t raise the dome high enough because he’d spent too much energy uprooting the Glistening Tree, and he couldn’t close it because—”

“He’s not back,” Archard finished.

“Arcane hasn’t gotten the tree here yet?” I asked. It seemed weird to me, since he had propelled us to our destinations within seconds.

“The tree is here, but—”

“You have to close the barrier,” Davis interrupted, tugging Archard onto his feet.

“Dome,” Archard said weakly.

“Dozens of them have scaled the sides already. There are children here.” Davis shook his arm, pleading with him to understand, but Archard avoided his eyes. “It will be a massacre.”

As if to prove his point, a child let out a long wail, and screams echoed off the mountains. Amalthea ran out of the room, locking the front door and shutting the windows.

Archard wobbled past us to the back door. He opened it, and the distant look left his eyes. As beings ran inside, he directed them to the basement.

Marietta hurried into the room. “Is everything okay?” She wrung her hands. “Mina’s starting to stir.”

The werewolf Davis and I had met during our walk and her toddler burst through the door. She glanced from me to Marietta. She thrust her child at Marietta. “Please take care of her!” She didn’t wait for an answer.

Marietta met my eyes and shook her head once. My mouth had been open with a question, but it snapped shut. Maureen’s mother was off to fight druids and elves, but her daughter was unaware of her mother’s possible sacrifice.

Mina’s cry rang out. She called for Arcane, and we all looked at each other.

“I’ll try to find him,” Davis volunteered. He flew out the door before we could argue for his safety.

“Don’t tell her he’s not here,” Archard told us. “It will be a small mercy to her in the end.”

“But I thought the tree was here,” I said. “Can’t Amalthea walk under it and wish all this away?”

Everyone else exchanged a look and dropped their eyes. I had a feeling I’d missed something important. Then it hit me. “Amalthea can’t go to the Glistening Tree with the druids and elves running loose in town, can she?”

Archard took one of my hands. “Cascade, Willowmina is suffering, and we are out of options. I plan to honor her request. I’ll bring her baby into this world, and she will die from the trauma. I wish there was more I could do, but there is a special curse between werewolves and other creatures” —he swallowed audibly— “due to their resistance to accept dissimilar beings.”

Tears rolled down my face. “But Mina never discriminated against anyone. She was my friend and she fell in love with a dragon.”

Archard held my eyes. “There is a book that details the curse and its origin, but we have no time to read it.” He smiled sadly. “I am a powerful magician, but I can’t undo the infractions of a species over the last millennia.”

I let go of his hand and stepped into the room with my friend and her mother. Amalthea had taken Maureen with her, and I was glad, as no child should witness the pain my friend endured.

I’d like to say we exchanged heartfelt words and shared memories before she died, but she was in so much agony, that all she could do was yell for Arcane and her father and beg Archard to end her suffering.

Archard placed his hand on her stomach and asked her permission to continue. She nodded and wrenched her head back, screaming shrilly.

Archard worked quickly. Marietta removed Mina’s jeans and folded them as if her daughter were only taking them off for an afternoon nap. We sat by Mina, holding her hands until it was over.

Her screams rose until they consumed my mind. I had no powers, but I closed my eyes and pushed my feelings of love out of my body in hopes they would soothe her in some way.

“Please,” Mina begged.

Archard took a deep breath. “Willowmina, your suffering will end in less than a minute. May your ancestors receive you warmly.”

Marietta yelled her love for her daughter over Mina’s piercing screams. I wanted to be strong, but I cried. When I noticed the pained look on Archard’s face, I reached for him, but I stopped when I considered it could interrupt the spell.

A sickening plop and thud announced the arrival of Mina’s baby. Archard held the result in his hands, and it took my breath. Marietta sought to revive her daughter, but it was no use. As the baby left Mina’s body, her life had slipped away.

I could hardly process the thing in Archard’s hands. I had expected a baby. I had imagined some strange combination of Mina’s olive skin and silver-streaked hair, with Arcane’s bottle green eyes and high cheek bones. What I saw challenged my understanding and stretched my curiosity.

My friend had given birth to an egg.

 


Chapter Fourteen

When Archard handed me the egg, heat radiated from it, and I could feel the tiny being thrashing inside. The egg was heavy, and I had to balance it against my torso where it took up almost half of my midsection. I thought about my friend’s flat stomach. How had Mina carried something so large inside her?

I was full of questions and grief, and Marietta’s face reflected my own. When I looked at Archard, he seemed completely defeated, like he had lost a dear friend to something easily preventable.

The three of us may have made plans for the safety of the egg after burying my best friend, but we never got the chance. Glass broke in all directions, causing me to drop to the floor and cover my eyes. Instinctively, I shielded the egg from harm.

Three elves burst into the room and Mina’s baby thumped against the shell. I stuffed the egg into my bag as they assessed Archard as the biggest threat.

“You will come with us, magician,” the female said. I recognized her as Ashen, the same elf who had made an exchange with my biological father.

Upon noticing me, she commanded the elf to her right. “Oacaden, get her. She goes to King Kano.”

He was a king already? It seemed he had usurped my grandfather and uncle quickly and effortlessly.

“Where is the necklace?” she asked me. “I know you have it.”

My mind settled on Tallulah. She wouldn’t have willingly divulged the location of the necklace. Had she been tortured?

I made for the open window, but Oacaden reached me first. Marietta shifted, her clothes popping and shredding. She lunged at Oacaden, catching him off guard. It was just enough of a distraction so I could get out of the room.

I almost fell into Amalthea. I tore open my bag, handing her the egg and the necklace. “Put these in your brother’s vault.” Her violet eyes widened, and she pushed the items back to me. “Please,” I begged.

She looked at the egg. “I can’t put it in the vault,” she hissed in a whisper. “A dragon’s egg may hatch anytime. It could crack open today or fifty years from now, but I don’t want to think of what would happen if the egg hatched and no one was there to take care of it.”

Thoughts of Mina’s baby in a vault surrounded by cold, hard objects made me shiver. I thrust the necklace back at Amalthea while I put the egg back in my bag. She took it and dropped it into the pocket of her dress.

Griffins sounded their distinct, chirpy cry and descended on the house. They flew into the broken windows, grabbing me, but leaving Amalthea as she ran up the stairs. As they lifted me to safety, I heard arrows whizzing and the mix of cries and yelps, as werewolves perished alongside other beings.  

Davis flew beside me, and part of me still hated him. What would I be doing if he hadn’t kissed me with malwort on his tongue? I might have been imprisoned in Marilla, but at least I would have had my mom and sisters.

A burst of energy vibrated through the air, momentarily knocking the griffin who held me off his flight pattern, and the dome started growing again. Elves and druids ran for the barriers before they were trapped. Some were overtaken by clubs, teeth, and horns, but most of the druids and all the elves were safely on the other side before we were encased in an impenetrable dome.

 


Chapter Fifteen

The days that followed were a blur of grief, decisions, and structure. As Davis’s potential mate, I was present, but I didn’t participate in it.

Marietta had died defending Archard, allowing him the time he needed to escape to his upper rooms and cast the spell that cut us off from the outside world. Samson had lived through the battle, but Maureen’s mother had fallen victim to a silver-tipped arrow. Arcane never surfaced, and I feared the worst. I hoped he was merely wounded or exhausted from his trip to collect the Glistening Tree and would show up and take the egg from me.

Samson was presented with Maureen since he had been closest to her parents. He accepted her care dutifully, as he mourned the deaths of his wife and daughter. I was grateful when he didn’t mention Mina’s baby, as I had already decided I wasn’t going to give my friend’s egg to a bigot.

Davis set up a tribe of seven elders, each representing their clan of beings. I was the only mermaid, and I was adopted into the fayrie’s tribe. Within days, the council of elders established a set of rules that they felt would help the beings live in harmony. Among the many new rules, they decreed that all supernatural creatures must mate with a member of their own kind. They argued that it would help the dome remain stronger, as beings who were born from parents of the same species seemed to have stronger magic. Even though the curse only concerned werewolves, they used Mina’s death as a cautionary tale.

There were mixed beings within the parameters of the dome, but they didn’t admit to their biology. The beings who couldn’t hide their dual heritage fled into the woods and concealed themselves. The council seemed content to let them go, assuming they would die without a community to support them.

I wept for them. My sisters had been mermaids and unicorns. They were beautiful beings with empathetic and loyal hearts. I wanted to shout at the elders to reconsider their decision and point out the advantages of the clever and intelligent creatures they had banished, but even though I was a full mermaid, I wasn’t one of the special beings for which the council had been formed. The egg in my shoulder bag reminded me that I had to make wise decisions. My life wasn’t the only one at stake if they decided there was no place for a mermaid under the dome.

After the dome surrounded us, I had been ready to hand off the egg as soon as the griffin who carried me landed. My eyes searched everyone present, looking from the heroic Artemis, who had bravely swooped into the house to save me, to Satali, a wise and extremely pragmatic vampire. No matter how much I wanted to shake the responsibility of the being inside the egg, I couldn’t find a candidate worthy enough to care for the creature in my bag.

Davis asked me what happened to Mina’s baby, and I found myself lying to him. I told him Archard couldn’t deliver it and Mina had died in the process. The tears for my friend came easily enough, and when I leaned on him for support, he accepted my fabrication without another thought. Without Archard or Marietta alive to challenge my claim, there was no one else to dispute me except Amalthea, and she had been missing since Archard successfully placed a dome over the town.

The dome stretched the entire length of the town, providing the supernatural creatures under it with everything the townspeople had enjoyed before Archard had sent them away. Even though we were fully encased in the structure, air circulated as freely as it had through Archard’s home, and condensation provided rain. The dome blocked ultraviolet light, so vampires were free to walk around during the day, but the unicorns’ power was slightly diminished, as they used that light to build some of their magical stores.

Within moments of its creation, druids and elves had approached the barrier, but their eyes traveled through us. It was the same for the humans who tried to reenter the town where they had lived. It’s likely they only saw a barren wasteland instead of a thriving town with supernatural creatures bustling through it. The dome provided an impenetrable barrier and an invisible protection. It was also my inescapable prison.

Sections were divided, and each species lived in a subdivision. There were plenty of homes, and soon every being or family had their own space. The hospital was turned into a school, and healers were assigned to an office. Magical creatures rarely needed medical intervention, so maintaining the rooms of the giant medical facility for its original purpose seemed like overkill.

It wasn’t until the fifth day that I broke down, truly separating myself from the other beings in the dome. We were all led to a set of intertwining caves. After a griffin warned us against infractions, we followed a set of tunnels to a room that had already been outfitted with torches.

When I saw my mom’s ruby necklace on the rock, I lunged for it, but Davis caught me.

“You can’t touch it!” he hissed at me. “It killed the being who touched it.”

Archard had gotten what he wanted after all. He may have used every ounce of his strength to protect the beings in the dome, but he had separated me from my mom and sisters for one hundred years.

Amalthea hadn’t placed the necklace in her brother’s vault. She had handed it off to him. I imagined that the ruby had boosted the magician’s power, allowing him to restrict merpeople to the sea and complete the snow globe-type barrier over us. The malwort could have kept me from getting hurled into the ocean, or I could have been protected from its effects under the dome.

I had trusted Amalthea and she had betrayed me. I had hardly known her, but the disloyalty was deeply personal. I hoped she had died with her brother when he cast the spell. I despised them equally.

I stayed in a hotel room and cried into my pillow every night. Meals were delivered to me, but I hardly ate. I spent my time staring out the picture window in the direction of the nearest ocean, even though mountains and miles of land stood between me and my true home. 

I stroked the strap on the bag that held the egg, a few clothes, and the photo of my family. When I was alone, I took the picture out of the plastic bag and ran my thumb over the glass, coming as close as possible to touching the faces of the people I loved the most.

Davis waited for a week before he approached me again. I had heard the rumors about the young fayrie the council had paired with him, so when he told me of his upcoming vows, I wasn’t surprised.

“It’s the council,” he tried to tell me. “They say we can’t be together, or I would take vows with you.”

I was certain that I would run a blade through my chest before I committed to him, but I nodded without looking at him. Mistaking my grief for heartbreak, he rushed to make arrangements for me.

When the vampire arrived, I knew my time in the town was over.

She told me her name was Ledot, and I went with her willingly. My only regret as we hiked through the woods and down an incredibly steep slope was that I hadn’t been able to find someone to care for Mina’s egg.

We stopped at a large lake, surrounded by the budding blooms of spring. I could see the houses on the other side, their empty windows staring at me like hollow eyes.

“Thank you for bringing me to the water,” I told her. “It’s a comfort to me.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Aren’t you going to step inside?”

“I can’t,” I admitted. “Davis poisoned me with malwort.”

Ledot laughed, a raspy sound that threw off my equilibrium. “The effects of the malwort were gone after three days.”

Tears welled in my eyes, and the vampire’s pencil-thin eyebrows shot up. “The fayrie didn’t tell you, did he? Did you think you were cut off from the water forever?” She set her mouth in a line and clenched her jaw. “There are many things lacking in this new order. Too many injustices have been promoted.”

Sensing my trip here was a council-ordered injustice, I ran for the water. If I was going to die by the hands of a vampire, then I was going to do it in something that reminded me of home.

My body crashed into the muddy water, my bag dipping beneath the surface. I closed my eyes as my legs morphed into a tail. I smiled as it flipped.

I took in a deep breath. It didn’t smell like coconuts or saltwater, but it was as good as any place to die. “Go ahead,” I told her. “I’m ready.”

Ledot rushed into the water, arching my neck against her shoulder. Her breath was cool on my skin. Every leaf on the trees and every cloud in the sky flew into hyperfocus. I took a shuddering breath. Just as swiftly, she let me go, retreating to the shore.

“Thank you for your kind offer, but I’ve just eaten.” She touched her stomach to indicate her fullness.

“You’re not going to kill me?”

She rolled my words around, looking at the sky, and seeming to consider them. “No,” she finally said. “Not today. But you should stay here, away from the sight of other beings.”

She whizzed up the mountain in a flash of zips and zags and left me to my watery home.

For some reason, the vampire had taken pity on me. I had heard vampires lacked human qualities, like compassion and control, but maybe that was another rumor that had been circulated to divide our races.

I unzipped the bag and found that the egg was unaffected by the water or its temperature. I decided to explore my new home, swimming the length and width of the lake. It was about the size of two town blocks. It made a good home, but it didn’t provide the same freedom as the sea. I resigned myself to exploring its depths, and the lake was twice as deep as it was wide.

My eyes adjusted under the water as if the sun lit the lake to its floor, and I found a cave just under the spot where Ledot had left me. I placed the egg on a protrusion on the cave’s wall. It almost seemed like a shelf designed to hold the things most dear to me. The picture of my family was still inside the water-tight bag Marlowe had given to me. I stood the photograph against the egg.

Aside from exploring my new home, there wasn’t much for me to do. I spent my days gathering fish to eat and rocks to line the entrance to my cave. At night, I thought about the ones who had hurt me and separated me from my family.

Amalthea and Archard had used my mom’s necklace to bind my mom and sisters to the water. Even if my family escaped the palace, they couldn’t leave the ocean.  But Archard had died when the dome was completed, so he was beyond my grasp. Most likely, his sister had joined him in the Great Beyond.

Davis’s betrayal weighed heavily on my heart. It ate away at the thoughts that warred against the scenarios of revenge that filled my dreams. Without my mom’s warmth, my father’s laughter, and my sisters’ light, I was left with nothing but dark feelings and cruel intentions. I thought about sneaking to the surface, slinking through the fayrie neighborhood, and driving a spear through Davis’s heart as he slept. No. I would wake him, and possibly kiss him, while I plunged my rock dagger through his neck.

My eyes darted to the egg. I needed to keep it safe, and if I sought vengeance against Davis now, then I would be killed, likely leaving the being in the egg to the same fate.

It may be a long time to wait for revenge, I said to the egg, my voice coming out in song against the water. But I can wait.

Did you enjoy Cascade? Find out what happens next in the novel Under Archard’s Dome, the first book in the Under Archard’s Spell Series.
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Chapter One

The car pulled into the driveway of the one place I didn’t want to be. I had several aunts and uncles, but it was Margaret Thatcher that took me in. I’ve pleaded with my head to wake up from this nightmare. It’s been a week since my mom’s passing, and I still can’t deal with this horrible loss. Then, to make matters worse, no one wanted me but Margaret. If she didn’t take me, they would put me into the system. I’m fifteen, so it wouldn’t have been so bad. But in the end, she did take me, and  I had a place to call a temporary home until I turned eighteen.

Margaret isn’t a saint. She is an older single woman with no experience with kids. She lives apparently in this dusty old white house standing before me and it creeps the hell out of me. The only thing going for it is the forest. But no one cares about my opinion or the fact that they uprooted me from my friends back home. Now, I have to call this rickety old town of Medge Pond my home. 

“Welcome home,” said the driver.

I couldn’t help but snort. This place would never be my home. The washed out wood siding and hanging shutters were abysmal. The stairs were made of stone and looked like they were going to break. 

“You’re joking, right? This can’t be Aunt Margaret’s house.”

The man nodded his head. A pit opened in my stomach as I grabbed the handle to get out. The trees surrounding the house were breathtaking, but the house itself was horrific. I could live in a box in LA and say it was better.

I walked around the taxicab, as a middle-aged woman stepped out onto her porch. She was wearing a white apron over the top of a black, dank-looking dress. I couldn’t help but turn my nose up at the style of clothing. What did I do? Come to an Amish town? Margaret looked like she was from a different time from ages ago. 

Margaret stepped down the steps and came toward me. I hadn’t seen her in years, but the sight of the pulled-back bun and getup she was in didn’t surprise me. She was always perfect. I couldn’t believe she had flour on her apron as she approached.

“Welcome, Gracie.”

“Hi, Aunt Margaret,” I mumbled.

Margaret took the suitcase at my feet, then turned toward the house. Apparently, we aren’t mixing words. I guess I’m supposed to follow you without question. The driver tipped his hat to me and left. Thanks for leaving me here, you jerk. I could use some rescuing now. 

But they left my prayer unanswered. As Margaret reached the top step, she turned around and looked at me. “Are you coming?” she said with a snap. I jumped into action and ran up the walkway and into her house. The place was neat, and Margaret had everything put in its place. I could tell she wasn’t used to kids. This house was so tidy. If someone got a speck of dirt anywhere, Margaret would have a cow.

“Come on. Come on. This way.”

I followed Margaret through the living room, dining room, and up the stairs to a hallway with five doors. Two doors were on the right, while two were on the left. At the very end was a single door, staring right back at them. I didn’t move because I didn’t know which room was mine. But from the look of it, Aunt Margaret slept up here too. And that didn’t bode well for me because the woman could snore. 

I remembered once when she came to visit mom and me. She slept in the guest room down the hall, and I could hear her all the way across the house into my bedroom. That is how loud she can be. It is almost like a foghorn going off right next to your ear. So, I don’t expect to get much sleep here over the next three years. But once I’m eighteen, I’m gone. This place is only a stopping point on my road to happiness. It only had to happen after the worst thing possible happened. I miss you, Mom. Tears threatened to fall down my face, but I forced them back. I could hold out until I found out which room was mine, then I could have a good cry. Until then, I had to be strong. That is what Mom would have wanted.

“The room on the right, second door down, is yours. You can do anything you want with it except hang up anything with nails, tape, or that disgusting sticky stuff. Do you understand?”

“Yep, my cell is on the right, and I’m not allowed to decorate unless you approve beforehand,” I said with snark.

Margaret arched an eyebrow at me and frowned. I didn’t care if I upset her. This wasn’t my idea of good circumstances to live here with her. This was a jail sentence, and everyone knew it but her. 

“Watch your tone, young lady. I won’t allow you to disrespect me in my house.”

“Yeah, okay.”

I stepped around her and headed into the room. It wasn’t too bad. The place was clean, had new sheets on the bed, and a pretty spectacular view. Overall, it was a win for the first time today. Now,  I only needed to unpack and not piss off the crazy neat freak that was my aunt.

“Okay. I’ll leave this here for you to settle. Once you are done, I would like you to come downstairs. I have some rules I would like to go over with you.”

“Sure, okay.”

I turned toward her to take my suitcase. Threw it up on the bed with a thud. Margaret winced and retreated from the room. I honestly don’t know how I am going to deal with her. She knows nothing about me and what I’ve been through. But, I put that aside while I unpacked my things and placed them across my bed. Slowly, I cleaned out my suitcase and made the room look somewhat like my own. I had nothing to put on the walls anyway, but it still irked me she said I couldn’t. Probably have to find something to mess with her later. 

Glancing around, I noticed I was all unpacked. Movement caught my eye by the forest wall, and I couldn’t help but step up to the window to see. There was a squirrel dancing around the underbrush of some bushes. They looked to have berries on them. I wonder if those are safe to eat. The idea of having fresh berries in my stomach made me excited to go out on an adventure. I turned from the window but out of the corner of my eye I saw a squirrel fall dead from a tree. It shocked me, but didn’t really surprise me. Nature was a hell storm that always left things dead in its wake.

I made my way downstairs as I heard humming from the kitchen. My steps came lighter in hopes of not alerting Margaret to my whereabouts. I took one wrong step and creeeeek. The board beneath my foot gave way to a noise so loud my insides hurt. Great, so much for sneaking out to have an adventure.

“Gracie, is that you?”

I sighed.

“Yes, Aunt Margaret, it’s me.”

 “Come in here. I’m making lunch.”

With a groan, I left the safety of the staircase, looking at the outside door with envy. I was so close. Now I’m going to be stuck inside forever. Dread filled me as I walked into the kitchen. Margaret was putting a pot pie in the oven. When she turned around, I noticed it had covered her in flour. She smiled at me and motioned for me to take a seat. Inside, I groaned but sat all the same at the kitchen table.

“Are you thirsty, my dear?”

Oh god, shoot me now.

“No, I’m good.”

The fridge door closed, and Margaret placed a pitcher of ice tea on the table between the two of us. She looked happy, at least. I watched her pour herself a glass. Then shook my head when she looked at me to verify if I wanted one. Margaret took the pitcher back to the fridge and placed it inside. I watched her movements to gauge her mood. So far, everything was looking up.  

“I thought we could talk before you go off and adventure throughout the town,” Margaret said.

I shrugged and crossed my arms over my chest.

“Sure, I guess.”

There it was again. That arched eyebrow taunting me like she doesn’t approve of my language or reaction to her. She needs to get herself a life and quit judging me. Margaret took a sip of her tea, then sighed.

“I’m really sorry about your mother. It’s hard to lose someone to cancer. Especially if it’s your mom. And I know you aren’t happy about the living arrangement, but it is the only option you have at the moment. I have a few ground rules I would like you to heed while you stay here.”

Great, here we go.

“I expect you to clean up after yourself. That means you better not leave any mess around the house, and your room is to remain the way it was when you arrived. I will do daily inspections to make sure everything is up to par. As for curfew, I expect you to be home no later than seven on school nights, and during the summer, it can be eight.”

“My mom never gave me a curfew,” I said through gritted teeth.

Margaret smirked at me. I wanted to punch the smirk right off her face.

“That was your mother’s choice. But I’m in charge of you now, and I expect you home by seven. Do you understand?”

I opened my mouth to protest but saw the firm look in Margaret’s eyes. She would not budge on her rule, no matter what.

“Fine. What else?”

Margaret sat forward in her chair and looked me straight in the eyes.

“You don’t go into the forest or near it.”

I looked at her in shock. How does she expect me not to go into the forest when it is her backyard? She must be crazy. Margaret tapped her finger on the table, waiting for my response. I swallowed and frowned. 

“Fine. I won’t go into the forest or near it,” I said with my fingers crossed behind my back. 

Margaret smiled and nodded her head.

“Good, that is all for now. Go into town to look around. You might make some friends. I’ll have lunch ready in two hours.”

I snorted and got a glare in response. She thinks making friends is so easy. Well, I got something else planned, and I don’t care what she says. I’m getting me some of those berries, even if it kills me. 


Chapter Two

I walked out of the rickety old house and stood on the porch. The idea of going into town to see what was available for entertainment sparked my interest. But I also wanted those berries. The fact Margaret forbade going to the forest or near it made it even more enticing. I couldn’t decide, so I pulled out a coin and flipped it. Heads, I’ll go into town. Tails, I’ll get me some of those delicious-looking berries.

The coin flew up into the air, flashed in the light, then landed back in my hand. I flipped it over onto my palm, bit my lip, and lifted my hand. “Dang. It’s heads.” I frowned down at the coin, then slipped it back into my pocket. Guess God wants me to explore the small town instead of the forest today. 

I stepped off the porch and headed into town. It didn’t take long to get to Main Street even though Margaret’s house was on the outskirts. I supposed it was like three blocks before Main Street appeared. The town had little. There was a small hardware shop, a grocery store, a little book café, and some odd and end stores. Well, the hope of keeping myself preoccupied died with this town, apparently. 

My stomach growled at that moment, and I made my way over to the grocery store to grab a snack. Lunch was still a few hours off and I need something in my stomach now. Perhaps I’ll find something worth eating there since takeout is apparently out of the question. There wasn’t a drive-thru restaurant anywhere. But from the look of things, there was a small diner down the road on the edge of town. 

I made my way toward the grocery store’s entrance. The big sign on top said, ‘Marty’s One Stop.’ Yeah, I’ll be the judge of that, Marty. We’ll see what you got, or I’ll be walking to the diner to see if they have a slice of pie. I made my way inside and frowned at the four aisles. You would think it would be bigger, but it wasn’t. Hard to believe they would have everything you would need to make food in your house, but whatever. 

Marty’s One Stop didn’t have many snacks. They had the produce section, and I wasn’t in the mood for fruits or vegetables. Then they had the notorious bread aisle with crackers and cookie packages. But that didn’t interest me either. Now the candy aisle screamed my name as I passed it. I always loved sitting on the porch at home with black licorice to gnaw on. My eyes scanned the shelves with hope in my eyes. Then bam, my eyes locked on my favorite candy, and I snatched it up before it could disappear.

“Wow, you like that stuff?”

My back tensed at the male voice. I turned to see this handsome boy with short shaggy hair and glasses. He had freckles and wore a black Evil Dead shirt with denim jeans that had holes in them. I did everything in my grasp not to drop my mouth and drool. He was gorgeous.

“Sorry, what?”

He chuckled. Then stepped forward and pulled the licorice out of my hands. He held it out of reach of my grasping hands and motioned it in front of my face.

“Can’t believe you like this stuff,” he said again.

The shock of his cuteness dissipated, and anger took its place.

“Give me that!” I snapped.

He smiled.

My first reaction to his charming smile was to melt. But I shook myself and thought better of it. This guy wasn’t worth fawning all over. He was nothing but a pest. And he was holding my snack hostage. I swooped to grab it, but he moved it away out of my grasp again. I growled in irritation.

“I’ll make you a deal,” he said.

I looked at him and arched an eyebrow.

“Yeah, what is that?”

“I’ll give you your candy if you tell me your name.”

I stepped back and bit my lip. Why would he care about knowing my name? Thoughts raced through my head. I mean, I could grab another package, but that would defeat the point. He needs to give me back the one I originally had. It was only right he did that. But do I really want to give this guy my name? It felt like giving him some kind of power over me. 

“Gracie Swenson.”

“Well, Gracie. I’m Rob Jenison. And it is a pleasure to meet you.”

I couldn’t help the smile at the way his words were so formal. These country boys were a lot different from city ones. The only thing I need now is to get out of here and eat my treat, though. I don’t need to get my head wrapped up in some guy.

“You want to hang out?” he asked.

Against my better judgment, I agreed. We walked to the counter, and I paid for my snack. I didn’t think to ask him if he wanted anything. My mom always said it was rude to eat in front of someone else. But I think that only applied to meals, not snacks. 

I took my change and turned to leave with Rob when my eyes caught sight of the board hanging against the entry wall. There were ads for workers and posts with puppies for sale. But what caught my eye were the pictures of missing kids. I counted at least a dozen. They dated back to 1979. I mean, if the kids were missing all the way back then, they would be old geezers right now. What would be the point of finding them now? My eyes scanned the list of missing kids until I came across one that was a few years old. She was only five. I didn’t realize I had stopped to stare, but Rob noticed.

“Makes you nervous, doesn’t it?”

I looked at him and bit my lip.

“Why would I be nervous?”

He smiled.

“You aren’t from around here, are you?” he asked.

I think my lack of grungy clothes would be my give away.

“Nope, I only got here this morning.”

“Well, Gracie, welcome to Medge Pond,” he said as he motioned to the board. I looked at him, confused. He didn’t elaborate on what he meant by that. His shoulders stiffened, and he turned to walk out the door. “You coming?” 

I stopped to look at the board once more and realized it kind of creeped me out. Instead of sticking around, I followed Rob out, and we made our way over to a park I didn’t notice on the edge of town. The diner was across the street.

We sat in the jungle gym while I pulled out my first string of licorice. I bit into it and chewed. Couldn’t help the moan that escaped from my lips. When I opened my eyes, Rob was staring at me.

“What? Can’t a girl gorge herself on candy?”

He chuckled and swiped his hand through his hair. Then he jumped up to the monkey bars and swung across them without a problem. I couldn’t take my eyes from his muscular arms as they bulged under his weight and shifted directions. Rob landed on the ground with a thud. I turned my face away so he wouldn’t notice me ogling him. 

“What brings you to Medge Pond?” he asked.

“Why do you need to know?”

His head snapped back at the rudeness in my voice. I couldn’t help it. Ever since mom died, it felt like I was fighting against everyone. No one wanted me, and no one cared where I ended up. Margaret was the only one that cared in the end. Which was a surprise. I didn’t know her that well. I had only met her once before, and she acted so strangely. We even tried to visit a few times so I could get out of the city, but Margaret was always busy, or she had some kind of excuse why we couldn’t come. I always thought she hated me. Maybe I was wrong.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“No worries. I probably overstepped.”

“No, it’s not that. I lost my mom recently. So, I had to move in with my aunt.”

“Oh, man. Sorry. I didn’t know,” he said, looking ashamed.

“Don’t worry about it. My mom had cancer, so she isn’t in pain anymore. It only sucks that she’s gone. I miss her a lot.”

“I get that.”

My eyes darted to the ground where I toed the metal step. I hated feeling like I was being pitied. It had been hard for a while now with Mom getting sick. Dad left when I was little. I had to go it alone for so long. Now I was free of the burden of caring for Mom, and now that she is gone I don’t know what to do. Because then my mom would still be alive. I need to get off this topic of thinking. It is making me depressed. My thoughts flashed back to the board in the grocery store.

“Why does this town have so many kids going missing over the years?”

Rob jumped and gripped the pole in his hands, using his arms, he then did a backward flip on it. The turn dislodged his glasses, and they fell to the ground. He grunted as his feet hit the dirt. His lips curled into a smile again, and he reached down, picked his glasses up, and put them back on his nose. Then he looked over at me with a serious expression on his face as he thought about his response. It was kind of strange to me. Think it would be a simple answer, but with sex trafficking being a thing, I guess it could be more complicated than that.

“There is this legend around the town the old folks believe in,” he said as he sat next to me. “They seem to think something lives in the forest. That was here before the town was. And when our ancestors settled here, we dislodged something which got angry with us.”

“What do you mean?”

He leaned close, then whispered as if he was afraid someone would overhear. “The forest. It takes those who enter, and they never come back out. Children and older kids have gone in before. They are never seen again. The adults won’t even adventure into the forest alone for fear of death.”

I looked at him to see if he was serious. He looked at me with a stern look on his face.

“But what is in the forest taking the children?” I asked. I looked at him eagerly, feeding off his energy. 

He shrugged. “Don’t know. We’ve been told for ages to stay away. Not sure if anyone has lived to tell the tale of what lies within.”

My eyes darted to my hands. It couldn’t possibly be as simple as that. There has to be something in the forest taking the children or another reason. My thoughts were racing when Rob reached out and touched my hand.

“Don’t worry about it. It is probably some fable the grown-ups made up to scare us.”

“How do you know? Have you been in the forest before?”

Rob looked at me and grinned.

“No, I haven’t, but I always wondered. I guess I was waiting for the right person to have that adventure with.”

My eyes locked on his, forgetting completely about the licorice in my hands. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to my ear. 

“You want to go on an adventure, Gracie?” he whispered.

A chill went up my spine, and I felt something was deeply wrong with this topic of discussion. Did he want me to go into the forest with him? I didn’t know for sure how to go about this topic. My mind raced as Rob leaned back, and before I could think, he kissed me. I jerked back to reality and slapped hard across his face.

“What are you doing?” I said, shocked.

 He threw his head back and laughed.

“Wow, Gracie, you got yourself all tensed up over that, didn’t you?”

I looked at him, surprised.

He grinned and stood before me. His hand reached out to me, and his teeth flashed in a smile.“Let’s go have an adventure.”

“But you kissed me?”

Rob shook his hair out with his hand.

“Oh, it was nothing. Only a little fun. You seemed really tense, and I wanted to kiss you. Are you going to let a little thing such as a kiss ruin your day?”

I bit my lip. Then I jumped to my feet and walked past him. Rob looked surprised. I turned around and said, “Well, you coming or what?”

Laughter escaped his lips, and he ran to catch up with me. We walked back toward my aunt’s when I realized her car was gone. This would make things a lot easier. But did I really want to disobey my aunt on this? I mean, it is only the first day I’ve been here. Rob and I could wait, at least until tomorrow. But then I thought of those berries. I could grab some if we went near the forest. Perhaps tomorrow we could have the adventure of going inside. I only want to go near today and see if anything happens.

“How about we go inside tomorrow? The day is already getting late. We could make it a day of adventure.”

Rob looked over at me. He grinned.

“Are you chickening out on me, Gracie?”

I shook my head.

“No, I was only thinking about walking the line of the forest for now. Besides, I saw some bushes with berries I wanted to pick. We could do it today and go inside tomorrow.”

Rob frowned, deep in thought. Then he shrugged.

“Sure, tomorrow we will have an adventure. Today, we’ll pick berries.”

I sighed in relief. At least I will have a day to make Margaret like me before she hates me for disobeying her. But what’s a kid to do? The forest is a beautiful piece of forbidden territory. I would be crazy not to go inside and see what animals lie within.


Chapter Three

We made our way over to the porch, where I peered around the side to make sure the car was gone. I swallowed nervously as I motioned for Rob to wait. Then I ran up the stairs to the door and stuck my head inside. The door was unlocked, probably because I didn’t have a key yet, and Margaret didn’t want to lock me out of the house.

“Aunt Margaret!” I yelled.

I heard no response, and I felt relief. Slowly, I turned back to Rob and ran down the stairs. He looked at me questionably. But I shrug and motion for him to follow me. We walked around the house and headed toward the trees. They are about half a mile away from the back porch. It takes about ten minutes to get there when the bushes full of berries come into view.

My mouth watered as Rob came to a stop only feet away from the bushes. I turned to look at him. He said nothing, only looked back and forth along the treeline.

“Did you hear that?” he asked in a hushed whisper.

I looked at him like he is crazy. There has been no noise besides a bird chirping up near the house. It actually has been eerily quiet.

“No, I have heard nothing.”

“That’s the point. Usually, you hear all kinds of noise between insects and birds around here. But there is nothing. Isn’t that kind of strange?”

Rob looked at me with a weird look on his face. I didn’t know what it meant, but something like goosebumps skittered up my back then into my arms and legs. My hair was standing on end, and I felt like something was watching us. Then I turned to look at the trees, but I couldn’t see anything. But something was definitely there.

“What do you want to do?” I asked nervously.

Rob shrugged and stepped forward with a grin on his face. It kind of looked like he was forcing it because his body was stiff as a board. He went up to the nearest bush and bent over to smell one of the flower buds which appeared for the berry forms. Then something hit him square in the face, knocking him to the ground. He yelped out in surprise and crawled back to my side. I looked at him like he was crazy.

“What happened?”

“Something hit me,” he said in surprise.

I crossed my arms over my chest and glared down at him. He raised his hands defensively and swore it was the truth. But I don’t believe him. It would be like him to scare me because of a legend about the forest he probably made up. Probably Aunt Margaret told him to tell me with her being all secretive and sneaky.

“I’m telling the truth. If you don’t believe me, you go over there.”

I’m not a chicken, but the fear in his eyes was enough to make me second guess my decision.  I’m not the type to shy from a challenge,so I walked over to the bush and looked at the little flowers. Then I reached out and plucked the berry next to the bud and ate it. It was sweet on my tongue and tasted delicious. 

I chewed for several moments when a shriek filled the air. It scared me. I yelled in surprise and ran. Nothing came out of the trees, though. Rob jumped to his feet and kicked up dirt, trying to catch up with me. We were gasping for air when we got back to the porch.

Rob looked at me as he gasped for air to fill his lungs.

“What was that?”

“I don’t know,” I gasped out.

My heart was racing a mile a minute. What in the world could have made that noise? It didn’t sound like any bird I heard before. And why would it do it right after I picked the berry? Slowly, my breathing calmed down, and I could see Rob had released the tension in his shoulders. Then we looked at each other and burst out laughing.

“I think we got more scared from the story than we thought,” he said.

“Yeah, got us thinking something was going to eat us or something.”

“Do you still want to go in tomorrow?” Rob asked.

I looked at the trees and saw motion in the branches. A bird shrieked nearby and burst into the air. But something inside me still wanted to see what lay within.

“Yeah, tomorrow we can go in.”

Rob grinned.

“Good, because I don’t think I could go in alone. That was a weird noise.”

“Chicken are we,” I teased.

He snorted in response.

“No, but who knows?” Rob said.

I smiled at him as a car turned onto the street. It realized it was Aunt Margaret’s car as she pulled into the driveway. She got out and went to the trunk of the car, pulled out a few grocery bags, and looked at us.

“Don’t stand there. Grab some bags and bring them in.”

I groaned, and Rob smiled. 

“Yes, Ma’am,” We both droned. We walked over, got the remaining bags out of the trunk, and headed inside. She was putting the groceries away already when I sat the load of bags on the kitchen table. Rob followed me and smiled at my aunt.

“Hi, I’m Rob.”

She looked at him with a blank face.

“I know who you are. The question is, why are you hanging around my niece?”

I stopped dead in my tracks and glared at her. She must have said something else. I mean, she doesn’t have a right to say who I can hang out with or not. Rob looked over at me, then back at my aunt.

“We met at the store and hung out. Would you like some help to put your groceries away?” he asked.

Margaret closed the refrigerator and looked him over. Then smirked at him before she said,“Sure, it would be a big help.”

That’s it? All you have to do is offer to help put the groceries away to win her over? I turned to unload the bags and handed stuff to Rob. He, in turn, looked where Margaret ordered him to put it in its place. This went on for about twenty minutes before Margaret stated it was dinnertime and it was time for Rob to go home. She thanked him for his help and walked him to the door.

“See you tomorrow, Gracie?” he asked, waving goodbye. 

“Yeah, see ya.”

Margaret closed the door and turned to me.

“Seems like a nice boy. There better not be any funny business between you two.”

I looked at her, surprised.

“No, we are only friends.”

“Okay, good. Now get cleaned up. Lunch will be ready soon.”

I went to my room to wash up for supper and glared at myself in the mirror. She could have been more friendly. I would be lucky if Rob shows up tomorrow as planned. But whatever if he is a baby and chickens out, I guess it is up to me. With that, I changed my top and headed down for supper. My eagerness for tomorrow was growing by the second, and I was super excited. Who cares about the noise? It was probably only a squirrel or something? My thoughts drifted through my plans for tomorrow as the night carried on, and soon bedtime came. I slept like a baby even though something deep inside said something horrible was going to happen tomorrow. So many horrible things had already happened in my life, why not one more? 


Chapter Four

I hit my hand on the alarm and groaned. It was a summer day. Why in the hell is my alarm going off this early? I looked at it to see when I set the time for and moaned in agony. The clock said it was 7:30 a.m.. So early, but I was awake. Why does God hate me? And who in their right bloody mind set my alarm in the first place?

“Gracie, breakfast is ready!” I was sure I had my answer.

I threw the blankets back and glared at the door. Margaret…she did this. When did she come into my room in the first place? She probably did it when I went into town yesterday. The idea of her going through my stuff enraged me. I jumped out of bed and threw open the closet door. The closet was filled with all my shirts and a few of my dress pants. My anger grew as I looked around the room and realized my suitcase was gone.

“Where…”

I stumbled around the room looking for it and stubbed my toe on the bed and began cursing. Hopping on one foot, I made it to the dresser. I pulled open the drawers to see everything neatly tucked away inside. 

“What the hell!”

I stormed out of my room, down the stairs, and into the kitchen in one heartbeat. My chest was going up and down rapidly when Margaret looked up from her newspaper to see me. She smiled at first, until she realized I stood in my pajamas.

“Kind of late in the morning to be in your pajamas, don’t you think?” she asked, as her hands folded the paper in half.

“Why did you set my alarm? Why did you unpack my bags? What in the world makes you think you may step into my space?” I yelled.

Margaret’s eyes widened in surprise. Then she pursed her lips in annoyance. She obviously isn’t seeing the error of her ways, so I need to spell it out to her. 

“Leave my stuff alone. Do you hear me?”

“Lower your voice. The neighbors can hear you throwing a childish fit. And last time I checked, I put this roof over your head. That means I may enter any room I wish. I also remember pointing out that one rule was to keep your room tidy. The suitcase needed to be stored, and your clothes were all over the bed. They needed to be put away to keep the room clean, so I did it for you.”

“Really? Really!” I said, for a loss of words.

She smirked and flicked out a new piece of  paper. Her eyes scanned the document for a moment before she looked up and said, “I have to run to the town over for some cleaning supplies. I expect you to behave yourself and finish the chores I spelled out for you on this piece of paper.”

Margaret slid a piece of paper across the kitchen table. I looked down at it and gritted my teeth. Does she think I am going to spend my entire day cleaning this god-forsaken house? Margaret lifted the paper and handed it to me. I looked it over and stared at her. She smiled.

“I suggest you get to work if you intend to be done in time to hang out with Rob.”

My mouth fell open. I was at a loss for words. She literally barked her orders and expected me to jump. I bit my lip and then opened my mouth to snap at her. But she put her hand up to stop me.

“We can either work together to keep the house tidy, or I can make it a living nightmare for you with chores. I believe I’ve given you some straightforward tasks that shouldn’t take too long. And if you intend to live under my roof, you will contribute to the house. Now close your mouth. Go upstairs and get dressed. Then you can eat breakfast and get started on your tasks. Okay?”

I looked at her, surprised. No one had ever talked to me like this before. It was almost like she was talking to me like I was her equal. She doesn’t think of me as a child. It was kind of refreshing and like a bucket of ice just fell over the top of my head, waking me up. I closed my mouth and rethought my strategy. In the end, I went back up the stairs to my room and got dressed. 

Once I was done, I looked down at the list to refresh my memory. Then I heard Margaret’s chair screech across the kitchen floor. I made my way back into the kitchen to have a bowl of cereal. Margaret turned and looked at me. She glared at the bowl and box of cereal in my hands. I didn’t feel like eating a big breakfast and apparently not eating what she made ticked her off.

“I’m going to the neighboring town to get the cleaning supplies. You should be done with your chores when I get back.”

“How long will it take you?” I asked around a mouth full of cereal.

Margaret turned up her nose and shook her head. “Don’t talk with your mouth full of food. It should take about two hours. And that boy isn’t allowed in the house unless I’m here. You understand?”

I looked at her with a full mouth of food again. She glared at me. So, I nodded my head to confirm I understood. Margaret chatted about phone numbers and something about the neighbor before picking up her keys. She walked out the door, and I heard the car start. I finished my bowl and put it in the sink. Then I grabbed a rag and the soap to wash the dishes.

After I finished the dishes, I swept the floor and took out the trash. I checked the list and turned my nose up. She honestly thinks I’m going to clean two bathrooms, yeah right. After that the list only had one more thing to do on it, dusting. Honestly, I didn’t know what she wanted dusted. The house was immense, and there were plenty of things to dust. Margaret didn’t specify, so I started out in the living room, worked my way into the dining hall, and out into the study on the main floor.

The study was a small desk with two sitting chairs in the corner and several small plants displayed on or around things. There were blue floral curtains hanging across the three-tier windows. They stood tall and made me feel small and inadequate. I moved over to the bookcase and removed the books one by one to dust off each cover. I noticed Margaret had a lot of plant books including this one  giant book propped up on a pedestal type thing. 

The pages in this book looked weird. Like they were hundreds of years old. I was kind of afraid to touch the pages in case they disintegrated into dust. Slowly, I ran the duster over the book and looked at the contents. There was a weird symbol on the page with wording I didn’t understand. It had little figures drawn out on the page. They looked like little nymphs crossed with goblin-type creatures, but they weren’t friendly looking. I turned a few pages to see images of a forest with bushes and the creatures hiding in the plants amongst the trees. The pictures had me so entranced I didn’t notice the goblin-type creature in the window watching me. Movement caught my eye, and I turned to see black beady eyes staring at me. I screamed as the creature howled in fright and fled back to the sanctuary of the forest. 

My heart was racing as I ran out of the study, into the dining room, and then into the mudroom. I threw open the door, ran out the door only to stop abruptly as my body slammed into something hard and muscular. We both tumbled to the ground.

“Geez Gracie, what’s the rush?” Rob asked.

I climbed to my feet and helped Rob up. My heart was racing, and I didn’t really know what was going on. I only realized I was still trying to run after it when Rob grabbed my hand. He pulled me to a stop and turned me toward him. I was so close to the treeline where the creature ran inside. But I was too late as my eyes darted around, looking at every branch, leaf, and bush. The little creepy thing was gone. Or was I imagining the whole thing?

“Gracie, you okay?”

Rob waited until I looked him in the eye. My breathing calmed down, and I could start thinking straight. He looked worried.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I thought I saw something at the window. So I ran out here to catch it. But I guess I was only seeing things.”

Rob looked at the trees and frowned. 

“I’ve been standing here for about five minutes knocking and saw nothing run into the forest.” 

“Yeah, but you were walking around the house. This was toward the back of the house.” 

Rob chuckled and cocked his head. Then he looked over at the trees. 

“We could always go in and look around,” he said, arching his eyebrow.

Rob looked at me with a dare written on his face. My hands started sweating just thinking about those beady eyes staring at me. And the noise obviously was the same creature from yesterday. But what is it? And what does it want?

My curiosity won out. I turned toward the treeline and motioned for Rob to follow. It didn’t take too much persuasion to get him to come along. He had a spark in his eye, making it clear he thought this was some kind of adventure. Little did we know this was the first step to living in a nightmare.


Chapter Five

We started heading toward the trees as my hands shuddered. I couldn’t get the creature’s eyes out of my head. Shivers ran up and down my spine, making me even more on edge. Rob put his hand on my lower back and guided us to what we thought was a safe place to enter the forest.

A small path was visible through two trees with grass overgrown on it. I couldn’t help but think it was strange a path would be visible for the forest on Margaret’s property. The forest was supposed to be so forbidden. But here there was a simple path to enter without having to fight through the trees. 

I stepped in behind Rob as he took the lead. He had to lower his head to avoid getting hit by a branch. I didn’t have to watch out for the branch because I wasn’t as tall as him. But it was still nice when Rob lifted it out of my way so I wouldn’t get snagged on the head. Sometimes, he had good manners, but not always.

We walked several feet into the trees before we came upon a round cleared area. The trees circled the space like it was special. I looked around to see the grass was dead, and the bushes looked sad. Everything looked like it could use some rain or a watering can to breathe life back into it.

“Well, this is a bust,” Rob said.

 “What do you mean?” 

He motioned to the trees surrounding us.

“There isn’t anything out of the ordinary around here. It’s only dead trees and dying bushes,” he grumbled.

“Oh, shut it. We are in an old part of the forest, and of course, it’s going to look dreary.”

“Sure.”

I looked at him like he was crazy. He couldn’t possibly judge the entire forest on the small clearing made in the center. But, come to think of it,it was kind of strange this area was so dead looking. What could have made this impression on the land?

Movement caught my eye, and I turned to the left as something jumped from the tree into the underbrush.

“Hey, what was that?”

“What was what?” Rob asked as he  looked around.

I pointed at the spot. “There. There is something in that bush.”

I walked over and knelt down to get a better look. Slowly, I reached into the branches to pull them to the side. Then a squirrel jumped out, chattering its head off at me. It scared me and made me scream. 

Laughter took the place of my scream. I turned to see Rob laughing his head off. Tears were going down his face, and he was struggling to breathe through hiccups. My fist curled in on itself as I got the urge to go knock him one. Then something hissed to the right of me, and I turned to see those black eyes again. I screamed in terror and scooted back on my butt to get away. 

The creature crawled out after me, hesitating as Rob saw it. His laughter died instantly.

“What the hell is that thing?”

I looked up at him, trying not to make any sudden movements.

“I don’t know.”

The creature stepped into the light and grimaced. Its teeth appeared for a second. Fear laced my spine at the sight. They were razor-sharp points, and he had dozens of them in his mouth. His skin was leathery-looking with random spots of hair on its head, knees, and along its spine. It stooped closer and sniffed my shoe. I froze.

“Rob, distract it,” I whispered, as I cringed away from it.

Rob looked around as if he were looking for something to throw at the little goblin-like creature.. He pulled a granola bar out of his pocket  and held it out to the creature with the wrapper pulled back. I looked at him, surprised. Where the hell did he get that?

The creature sniffed my shoe once more, then turned its head toward the cereal bar. It crawled over to Rob’s outstretched hand and sniffed the bar. Rob shook as it grew closer. Then the creature hissed and jumped as Rob released the bar. It wrapped around the food and tore into it. We stared for a second before Rob yelled ‘run’, and we took off out of the forest back into my aunt’s backyard. 

I gasped for air as Rob tried to get his own breathing under control.

“What was that thing?” I gasped.

Rob coughed, then looked up. He scanned the trees and the bushes. “I don’t know, and I don’t think it followed us.”

“Good, because I don’t need some goblin thing eating my shoes.” 

Rob chuckled. “Trust me, with those teeth, it could do more than eat shoes.”

A shiver went down my back as I looked up at him. He nodded his head to confirm my fears. That thing could easily have eaten us. But it was hard to figure out what it was. It seemed like a creature out of a fairytale. 

“How do we find out what it is?” I asked.

Rob shrugged.

“We could try the library. Or, ask your aunt.”

My head shot up. I looked at him like he was crazy.

“Why do you think my aunt would know what it is?” I tilted my head, waited.

Rob kicked a rock into the trees. Then looked over at me. He said, “Because she lives on the edge of the forest. She has probably seen it before.”

I shook my head. “No, we are not asking my aunt.”

“Why?” Rob asked, looking at me curiously.

I bit my lip, then sighed. “Because she forbade me to go into the forest.”

“Oh.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well, the library it is,” Rob said with a smile.

I bit my lip as a car drove up the driveway. Margaret got out of the car and looked at the two of us. She looked less than happy.

“Get over here and help with the bags!” She called.

Rob chuckled and walked toward the car. I hesitated as a movement in the bushes caught my eyes. If I looked hard, I thought I could see those black eyes peering out at me. But I brushed it off and ran to catch up with Rob.

We spent the next half-hour putting away cleaning supplies and groceries. Margaret didn’t say a word the entire time. When we put the last bag away, I looked at her. She eyed me up and down, then frowned. Crap. She knows we went into the forest. Margaret opened her mouth, then shut it. Then she finally must have decided on a course of action. 

“What do you two have planned for the afternoon?”

“We’re planning to go to the library,” Rob said.

“Yeah, that’s what we’re planning.”

Margaret pursed her lips and looked at the both of us. I could see the gears turning in her head. Like she knew we were going to get into trouble. But to my surprise, she said nothing. I watched her decide with a shrug. “Be back by suppertime.”

I looked at her in shock. I mean, it’s hard to believe she would be so easy going after being so stern this morning. It was like the Margaret standing before me was a completely different person.

“Thanks. I did my chores list, by the way. If you’re wondering,” I said eagerly. I felt kind of like a little kid pointing out I received the reward given. But I didn’t care. I did the work, and I wanted her to know.

“Thank you. How about you two head out and have some fun?” Margaret said with a smile.

Who the hell is this woman? She is acting polar opposite to this morning. I arched an eyebrow, stared at her like she grew an extra head. Margaret turned and went back to cleaning up the kitchen. Rob pointed his thumb toward the door and grinned. I rolled my eyes and moved to follow him.

We made our way out of the house and stood on the porch. I glanced at the trees with a chill going down my spine. It felt like eyes were watching us.

“Ready?” he asked.

I looked back at Rob. He was down the stairs and staring at me. 

“Yeah. I’m ready.” I stepped forward to follow Rob as my instinct told me we were going to find something interesting at the library. The question was if we were ready for the answers to our questions.


Chapter Six

The library is a rustic building off of Main Street. It looked like a classic chapel slash house with windows that have stained glass. I stared at it for several moments, taking in its rustic look, and couldn’t help but feel at home. 

Inside was all wood and white walls. You could tell the building had history by how it looked cared for. The building had wood shutters that sparkled in the light. Big book stacks stood throughout the room filled with books. The stacks were in a circular pattern that revolved around an empty center. My eyes went upward to take in the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. I had never seen one of those in a library before. They placed small tables throughout the open area. 

Rob made his way toward the back of the library. I saw the desk where the librarian kept her things and wondered if that was his destination. He veered off to the side and walked up to a large dresser-type piece of furniture. It had several dozen small drawers with the alphabet spelled out on the drawer markers.

“What’s that?” I asked, curiously.

“It’s the library’s catalog, I think. Or something like it,” Rob said.

“They don’t have a computer to look up all their books?”

Rob looked over at me with a frown. I bit my lip.

“This is a small town. They don’t have the luxuries big city libraries get.”

“Oh.”

I felt like a complete idiot. Of course, they wouldn’t have what I’m used to dealing with here. It’s a small town that is barely on the map. I wonder if they will even have what we are looking for here? 

A door opened to our right, and an older woman stepped out. She had gray hair pulled back into a tight bun. Glasses sat on her nose with rosy cheeks, showing she was warm. Her dress was a simple sundress with daisies on it. I looked at her and waved shyly. A warm smile spread across the woman’s face.

“Hello. I didn’t know anyone was here. My name is Jessi, and how can I help you?”

Rob glanced over at her and sighed.

“We’re looking for some kind of book about animals,” Rob said.

Jessi quirked an eyebrow.

“What kind of animal book?”

Rob turned toward her with his arm hanging over the dresser thing. I bit my lip, wondering if he would tell her about the creature we saw in the forest. The fewer adults knowing about us going in there, the better. But how do we get what we want without giving details away?

“I guess it would have to be a book that could tell us the type of animal we saw.”

Jessi tapped her finger on her chin as she thought. “Hm…the animal glossary should tell you. Here, let me help you find it.”

I opened my mouth to object, but Rob nudged me on the shoulder. He shook his head and made a weird face. I looked at him like he was crazy and shut my mouth. Jessi stepped over to the dresser thing and pulled open the drawer with the letter ‘A’ on it. She sifted through the cards until her hand gripped one and pulled it free of the drawer.

“Here you go,” she said, with a beaming smile.

Rob snatched the card from her hand and scanned it. He smiled and thanked her for her help. Then he turned toward the row of books on the farthest bookshelf. I stumbled along after him, looking at all the books on the shelves. Libraries always made me uneasy once she got inside. The fact all this knowledge was in one place freaks me out to no end. 

My eyes were darting right and left when Rob stopped in his tracks and looked up. He ran his finger across the bindings until he picked up a huge one. Rob lugged it over to the nearest table and flipped it open. A frown plastered across my face as I walked up to the table to look at the book. The book was enormous. 

“That thing is going to take hours to go through.”

“Yeah, might as well get started,” Rob said.

We took our seats and flipped through the pages. Jessi was busy dusting and checking in books. I couldn’t understand how someone could work here, of all places. Seems kind of like a dreary place to work, with limited interaction with people. But whatever floats the ladies’ boat. If she liked it here, who was I to judge?
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Hours passed as we combed through the book. My legs got antsy, so I got up to walk around. I walked up and down columns of stacks, looking at the different genre categories. Even though the library wasn’t that big, it had plenty to choose from in selection. My attention peaked when I saw the sign for mythical creatures. I walked over and scanned the books. One book had the title, “Modern Creatures in Forest Life.”

I snatched up the book and skimmed through several pages. They had many creatures from nymphs, sprites, elves, and so much more. I almost lost interest when the last chapter opened up to a strange creature with black eyes. Oh my god, that’s it!

“Rob. Rob. Guess what I found?”

I ran back to the table and threw the book down in front of him. Then I pointed at the little creature. “There, see.” Rob looked at it and guffawed. After hours of sitting in the most uncomfortable chairs, we both practically did a happy dance.

“You found it,” he said excitedly.

“Shhh…don’t be so loud,” I whispered, looking over at the librarian.

Jessi didn’t raise her head or respond, thank goodness. I leaned in over the table to get a better look at the book and the details of the creature. It was a woodland animal. The thing looked borderline fairy mixed with a goblin. I could see the claws and teeth illustrated in the drawings on the page. My eyes scanned the words to find the name of the creature. I pointed it out as soon as I found it.

“There…it’s a guxleon.”

“What the heck is that?” Rob asked.

“I don’t know. That’s what it is called in the book.”

“Weird. Never heard of anything like it. Not even in school.” We both looked at the page.

“Huh.” I was about to say something. 

“So, what did you kids find?” Jessi asked.

I snapped the book closed and said, “Nothing.” She looked at me funny. I had a feeling the adults knew more than they were letting on. Jessi stepped forward and looked down at the book. 

“Modern Creatures in Forest Life,” Jessi said. Her eyes stared at us like she knew we were up to something. “I hope you kids are staying out of trouble.”

“Yeah, we are. Just curious about animal wildlife,” Rob responded.

Jessi looked down at the book once more, adjusting it. 

“Rob, I hope I don’t need to reach out to your parents about what you’re researching.” She tilted her head.

“Why, what’s the big deal? We saw something funny, that’s all.” He shrugged. 

Jessi looked at me and seemed to think hard about something.

She said, “You two stay out of trouble and away from the forest on the edge of town. There is nothing but trouble there. Okay?”

I nodded my head and agreed. We both stepped away from the table and ran outside. Rob looked back at the library with a perplexed look on his face.

“That was weird. I mean, the adults always talk about that forest stuff all the time. But it was like she knew we went inside.”

“Yeah, I don’t like her that much,” I confessed.

“So, now what?” Rob asked, rubbing his hands together.

“We didn’t get time to look at the details of the creature.” I puffed out a breath.

“Yeah, what’s the big deal? We know where one is. If we need to find out anything about it, we can by seeing instead of reading.”

I looked at him to see if he was serious. He looked eagerly back at me. I couldn’t believe he wanted to go back in. We didn’t know if the creature was even friendly. But curiosity was eating at me too.

“So, what will it be, princess?” he asked.

“Let’s go back in.”


Chapter Seven

It was a few hours before dusk, and the forest hid in the shadows. A dreadful feeling sat in my stomach, making goosebumps trail across my arms and back. Rob took the lead into the forest. We found the forest path and entered that way again. 

I stumbled over a branch and nearly fell over on Rob. He grabbed me and steadied my body, and looked at me to see if I was okay. I smiled and motioned for him to keep going. The journey into the forest wasn’t bad. It comprised several dozen rotting trees with foliage on the brink of death. Every step made a crunching sound, making it hard to be sneaky.

We walked for twenty minutes when I noticed the greenery wasn’t as brown. I looked around and saw the trees had leaves and didn’t look like skeletons.

“Rob.”

He stopped in his tracks and turned toward me. “What?”

“The trees…they’re changing.”

Rob looked around, and his eyebrows rose high on his forehead. His eyes darted right and left.

“That’s weird,” he said.

I walked around him and headed toward a shorter tree that was thick around and had a base branch about my height. My hands touched the bark, and I couldn’t get over how healthy it felt. I slid my hand down the branch and froze. A large shrubbery grew high that the branch trailed inside. I moved aside the leaves and branches to get a better look at it. What in the world is that? I reached inside and found a small little hutch. It looked like a little birdhouse. Slowly, I pulled it out and sat it on the branch in front of me.

“Rob, look at this.”

He looked over her shoulder and reached out. Rob tapped on the door and chuckled. “Wonder if anyone is in?” I was going to slap him, but the house shook in my grasp. In a hurry, I threw it away, letting it fall to the floor. The roof broke off, and something flew out of it into the bush. I blinked several times. Then I looked at Rob to see if he saw it, too. His eyes were locked on the spot, the little bug-type thing disappeared into.

I moved closer to the bush and reached out to see if I could see the creature. 

“What do you want?” came a twinkly voice.

I smiled.

“Nothing. We are looking for a guxleon, and we found you instead. Can you tell us your name?” I whispered.

My hands moved the branches around, looking for the source of the voice without luck. Then Rob nudged my shoulder and pointed to the far side of the bush. Two little legs stuck out from behind a large leaf. Two little hands gripped the edges, and brown eyes peeked over the top, staring at us. I gasped in surprise. What surprised me the most was seeing the little butterfly wings on the back of the girl’s back. I can’t believe it. Is she a fairy? 

But that makes little sense. If she was a fairy, that would mean they are real. They weren’t fairytales Disney created out of hot hair to entertain little girls and boys. Slowly, I lowered myself to bring my face closer to get a better look. The fairy didn’t move; she remained still. Her eyes darted back and forth between Rob and me. 

“Layla Twitterbloom.”

“My name is Gracie, and this is Rob. It is a pleasure to meet you, Layla.”

“Pleasure is all mine, human. But sadly, your visit won’t be pleasant for long,” Layla said.

“Why do you say that?” Rob asked, as he moved closer.

Layla looked over her shoulder, nervously. Then turned toward us and leaned forward, putting her hand to her mouth to funnel her words. “Because the guxleons don’t like humans in their forest.”

“Really. Because we saw one yesterday, and it didn’t act like it had an issue with us being in the forest,” Rob said.

I added, “Yeah, but you distracted it with a cereal bar, and we ran away. We didn’t stick around to see what it would do.”

“Good thing, too,” Layla said. “They really don’t like anyone in their areas or near the berries on the outside of our home.”

“Is that why one of them screamed at me when I ate the berry?” I asked.

Layla stepped forward, and her spine went straight.“You ate the berry?”

“Yeah, what’s the big deal?” Rob asked, shrugging his shoulders.

“You need to run and never come back to these woods. If the guxleon informed the others, they will hunt you down for touching what is theirs.”

A scream of rage filled the forest. I looked up to see one of those guxleons on a nearby tree staring right at Rob and me. The creepy creature pointed a clawed hand at us and bellowed into the air. Then jumped from its trunk to the ground and crawled across the ground toward us.

Layla screamed, “Run!”

Rob and I burst into a run, and high-tailed our butts toward the edge of the forest. A burst of wind knocked me sideways, and several dozen little balls of light surrounded Rob and me. Rob yelled and started swinging out with his arms. I ducked down and ran a few paces before I tripped on a branch and hit my head on a nearby rock formation. Everything was blurry as I tried to sit up. I  could hear Rob’s piercing screams. Then the sound of hundreds of the guxleon came upon him and they overtook Rob. One climbed up his legs and another his arms as the others bit into his flesh, leaving blood gushing from his wounds. I screamed out to warn him as the big one climbed his shoulder, placed a claw to his throat, and slit it. 

Rob’s lifeless body fell to the forest floor only feet away from me. His lifeless eyes looked at me in an unknown void. I screamed and felt a rock slam into my skull, throwing me into darkness.


Chapter Eight

Grunts and growling woke me up. Pain pounded in my head behind my eyes. I looked up to see barely any sun left in the sky. It was growing close to sundown, and I wasn’t back at Margaret’s yet. What the hell happened? 

Moments passed as I looked around to realize I was still in the forest. Then memory flooded back as the vision of Rob’s lifeless eyes stared back at me. I gasped in surprise and sat up with a groan. My hand went to my head, and when I pulled it away, blood drenched my fingertips. I remember hitting my head, but not that hard. I pushed on my skull in a few spots where splitting pain hit me. There were two big knots on my head. One was from when I fell, while the other was from whatever hit me. 

My eyes scanned the clearing, and I realized branches intertwined to create some kind of cage that surrounded me. I slid over to the twig-like bars and pulled on them. They were strong, and I couldn’t get them to budge. I heard something not that far off that caught my attention. The sound was almost like several people eating. Then something flew into view, and to my surprise, it was another fairy. But this one had what looked like grasshopper wings.

The male fairy looked at me and smiled. 

“About time you woke up. You’re missing out on the festivities.”

I opened my mouth to ask him what was going on when my cage moved. My eyes went to the front to realize a large elk was strapped to my cage. It was pulling me forward into a mass area filled with berry bushes. A cavern of rocks stood tall over the area where a council of guxleon sat. They watched as it pulled me into the center. My eyes bugged out of my head as I saw how many they were. From the look of it, there were hundreds. Several dozen were dead center eating something. As they pulled me closer, I got a good look. It almost made me blow chunks when I realized they were feasting on Rob’s body. Cheers rang up as my cage stopped.

Black eyes turned to me, and I froze in fear. I couldn’t even breathe without trembling. They were going to eat me like they did to Rob. God, how could they do such a thing? The metallic taste in the air made my stomach roll as all eyes turned to the guxleon up on the rocks. I watched this older one take a step forward and motion for silence. Fear clutched my throat closed as I waited to find out what he was going to say.

“Intruders entered our forest. We have dealt with one already. Now we must deal with the other.” The creature spoke in a deep, raspy voice that sent shivers down my spine. I wanted to curl up into a ball and pray this was all a dream. All I wanted to do was go into the forest to look around. I didn’t plan on finding mythical creatures that apparently ate humans.

“What are you going to do with me?” I asked, barely above a whisper.

The creature looked at me with disgust in his eyes. Pure hatred reflected at me for something I did, but didn’t realize was a crime. He cleared his throat.

“I sentence you to death, human. Just like your friend. But since you ate the berries that we treasure above all else. We will eat you alive.”

“Wait, what!”

I jumped to my feet as they moved the cage forward toward where the guxleons gathered. Panic filled me as I screamed and pulled at the bars of my cage. The movement stopped as the door flung open and it felt as if hundreds swarmed me, pulling me from my haven. They threw me on the ground hard and circled me as I threw dirt on their faces. I fought to find a weapon to defend myself, but my hands found nothing.

To preserve my life, I screamed and screamed. Several of the creatures backed away, covering their ears in pain. One jumped forward onto me and hit me in the face with his clawed fist. It surprised me and left me speechless for a second, then my face turned a deep red as I bellowed even louder. The creature screamed in unison and jumped back to join the others. 

“I’m sorry. I won’t touch the berries again. I promise. Please let me go.”

The guxleon looked at their leader. His hand slid down his chin and smiled with his sharp teeth. “No, I believe your life is forfeit. Now eat, my brothers!”

As a unit, they approached, and I scuttled back on my hands and knees to get away. They were about to land on me when Layla flew in front of me and screamed. “Stop!” 

I looked at her like she was crazy. The guxleon lunged and smacked her into a tree. Then running footsteps caught my attention. 

Out of the trees, Aunt Margaret burst into the clearing bearing an amulet. She had it out before her, and the guxleon screamed in pain and backed away. They kept a distance between them.

“Get back. You won’t touch the hair on my niece’s head.”

Margaret worked her way around the crowd to me. Then she grabbed me by the arm and pulled me behind her. She asked me if I was okay, and I said,  “Mostly.”

Then she said, “Follow me.”

We made our way out of the forest slowly as the numbers of guxleon followed us to the edge of the forest where the dead trees remained. 

They stopped at the borderline and growled. But they didn’t come closer. Margaret took me inside the house and walked me into the kitchen. She sat me at the table and got me a glass of water. I looked at her, I was still shaken. 

“What happened?” I asked.

Margaret looked at me and sighed. “The forest is dangerous. I have lived here with my family for generations. We have kept the peace with those creatures for a long time. The only thing we couldn’t do is to help those that get snagged by the mystery within and go inside.”

“They killed Rob.” Tears spilled down my face at the loss of my friend.

“I know. We can’t tell anyone about this. Then more people will go inside and die.”

I wiped my tears away and looked at her.

“You went in and didn’t die.” I pointed out the obvious.

“That’s because I have this.” Margaret placed the talisman on the countertop. I stood up and looked at it. It was the same design as what I saw in her book earlier this morning. 

“You need to wear it from now on. As long as you live here. They will try to get to you for their revenge.” She spoke as if this were normal.

“All this killing over eating a berry? That sounds so stupid.” I looked at the item.

“Yes, it is. But we have to remember this was their land first. We came and took it from them.” She shrugged. It was really that simple to her.

“Now what?” I asked.

Margaret shrugged and smirked at me. “We get you ready to live your life by my rules to keep you safe. Then you go to a college far, far away from here. Deal?”

Margaret stretched out her hand and looked at me. I took it and smirked back. “Deal.”

 

 

The End.
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Naia looked out over the river. Ever since she could walk, she would come here and just sit for hours gazing down the river, watching it move on to other places. Her mother told her it was because her father came from the river, that he was a dolphin that transformed into a human and had fallen in love with her mother. Naia believed that her mother just made up that story because she didn’t want to tell her who her father really was. Most likely a traveler going through their small town. 

As the sunset, Naia stood and walked toward home. She wished that she could swim in the water, but her mother refused to let her. Shaking her head, she remembered her mother’s words you could be taken, my little nymph. They would love to have you, as you already have their blood in your veins. 

The ground had just turned from rocks and dirt to grass under her feet when a voice behind her startled her. Turning around, a young man stood behind her, dressed entirely in white. “Excuse me, I am in need of lodging. Could you point me in the direction?”

Naia was startled by the man. She hadn’t seen anyone else on the banks of the river with her. She looked over the man. He seemed to be about her age, 17 and was extremely handsome. He wore a white wide-brimmed hat on his head and had very pale skin. Her people were a rather dark tan color. It wasn’t often that you would see someone of his tone. She herself was much paler than the rest of her people, though still darker than this man. Her mother said it was because of her father. 

“I’m sorry, but there is a festival going on in town for the next few days. I believe our small inn is full. I can show you the way if you would like to check. My name is Naia.” She knew she wasn’t supposed to talk to strangers, but something about him made her want to break the rules.

The man bowed at the waist a little “I am Zale. It is wonderful to meet you, Naia. I am here for the festival. I enjoy the music and dancing.” He walked next to her and held out the crook of his arm. She smiled a little from the attention and placed her small hand there. No one in town ever gave her any attention. She was already 17, and the men in town did not find her attractive. She was thin, rather short; her skin was so much paler than most, they believed she was sickly. No one thought she would bear children well. Add all that to the fact that she didn’t know who her father was, and it was likely she would never find a husband. 

As the two walked into town, Naia noticed people looking at them, but for once, she didn’t care what they thought. “Do you play any instruments or sing? You said you like music.” Naia asked, taking her eyes from the townspeople and looking up at Zale. 

He smiled. “I do, though I didn’t bring any instruments with me. I will have to see if I can borrow someone’s guitar so I can play for you.” Naia smiled back at him. “So, if the inn is full, do you know where a man could rest his head after the festival?” He had a bit of an accent though she couldn’t tell where it was from.

Her mother would kill her if she brought a man home, but she didn’t feel she could make him sleep outside. There were a lot of strangers in town because of the festival. She was sure she would feel guilty if anything happened to him because she made him sleep on the street. He would be a target because of how different he looked. “I could sneak you into my house, we have a spare room downstairs, but you would need to be out early in the morning. My mother would be very upset if she found you there.” 

He looked concerned. “I wouldn’t want to get such a beautiful woman into trouble.” She blushed at his words. “I will be fine on the street. It is my own fault for not coming sooner.” The pair arrived at the inn. Naia waited outside as he inquired about a room. He was clearly unhappy when he returned. “As you said, they are full.” Music could now be heard coming from the square. There were many people dressed in a beautiful array of colors, not normally seen on a regular evening. “Will you let me escort you to the festival before you go home?” He held his arm out again, and she quickly took it. 

“I would love to.” She wasn’t thinking about going home, where her mother was waiting. She just wanted to spend more time with this handsome man that, for some inexplicable reason, wanted to have her company. She felt breaking her mother’s rule of no festivals was worth it for him.

The streetlights were lit, as well as lanterns on the carts from shops out of town. They were set up around the square, selling their items and lighting it up beautifully. The stonework of the path was littered with confetti and wrappers from food stalls, people dropping them as they finished their food. In the center of the square sat a stage with a band playing, all around the stage, people were dancing to the music. Dresses swirled out around the woman as they spun and kicked their legs, the men dancing alongside and sometimes lifting their partners in the air. It was magical. Naia loved it and felt anger toward her mother for never letting her come.

Zale led her toward the dancing, but she held back. “I’ve never danced before. I’m sure I won’t do well,” she said, not looking at him. She feared he would choose to spend time with someone else that would dance with him.

A finger under her chin gently pushed up until she looked into his eyes. They were pale pink and amazingly beautiful. “Don’t worry, my beautiful nymph. I will lead, and you will be amazing.” He took her hand and pulled her out into the middle of the dancers. 

As he promised, he led, and she let herself go, following him and feeling the rhythm of the music. She was spinning and having a great time. Her red dress swirled around her as she twisted left and right. Zale held her hand above her head and spun her on her toes. He lifted her as the dance required, and she didn’t feel embarrassed about his hands around her waist. They were in time with the other dancers and the music, a large group making the same moves altogether, it was the first time she felt in sync with the rest of the community. They spun around the stage as the song flowed on. 

When the music stopped, Zale spun her into him, her back to his chest, his arms around her waist, holding her to him. Her hands rested on his arms around her, and she leaned her head back into his chest to look up at him. “That was amazing. You are such a great dancer,” she said, slightly out of breath.

“You were stunning. Very graceful, and you really felt the music. A perfect match for me.” Naia blushed at the compliment. “May I get you something to drink?” She nodded, and he led her to a bench to sit down while he was gone. 

“Naia!” The girl jumped hearing her name called. It was her mother. If her mother found that she was with Zale, she would be in so much trouble. She quickly stood and followed her mother’s calls. “There you are! I told you not to come here.”

Looking down, Naia nodded her head. “I know, but on my way back from the river, I could hear the music. I just wanted to see it.” 

“Again, with the river? I’ve told you to stay away from it.” Her mother took her hand and pulled her away from the square and toward their home. “I know it is difficult, but I don’t want to lose you, Naia.” The girl looked behind her but was unable to see Zale. She was sure the handsome stranger would find someone else to spend his time with. She had really wanted to sneak him into their home so he wouldn’t be on the street. Now he wouldn’t know where she lived. She would likely never see him again.

That night Naia lay in bed wondering if she would get a chance to see Zale again when something hit her window. It was extremely late. She didn’t have any trees near her window, and she had no idea what it could be. Climbing out of bed, she crept to the window and peeked through her curtains. 

By the moonlight, she saw him standing in the yard, a little pebble in his hand. He was looking up, but the hat he wore was still firmly on his head. She smiled and waved, putting up one finger to tell him to wait. She quietly rushed out of her room and down the steps. Her mother usually slept very soundly, but she didn’t want to risk being too loud. At the back door, she opened it slowly, leaving it open behind her. She then hurried down the steps to him, stopping short of throwing herself into his arms.

“I’m sorry I left so abruptly. My mother came to get me, and I had to go home with her. How did you know where I live?” She so very much wanted to touch him, for him to hold her again. 

He smiled and stepped closer, closing the gap and doing as she had silently wished, putting his arms around her. “I asked about you in town. They do not seem very fond of you.” 

She rested her head on his chest and smiled a little, enjoying being so close to him. “I’m used to it.” She let her arms slip around his waist. “I thought you would end up spending time with someone else once you found I was gone,” she whispered. 

His hand brushed the length of her hair. “Why would I do that? No one in town is as beautiful as you.” 

Naia loved when he said sweet things to her. “Were you able to find a place to stay the night?” She pulled back to look up at him. 

Zale sighed. “No, I was not. Do not worry, beautiful nymph, I’ll be fine. Will I get to see you tomorrow?” 

Naia shook her head sadly and was a little pleased when Zale looked disappointed. “You will stay here. My mother will be watching me more, so I don’t think I’ll be able to sneak away to meet you for the festival. During the day, we could spend time together, though, if you want to.” Naia pulled out of his arms and took his hand, leading him into the house. He stopped short of the back steps. “What’s wrong?” Naia questioned when he held back. 

“I cannot go near those flowers. I cannot come into your home with those there.” He pointed to the bushes growing on either side of the steps. 

Naia was confused. The plants had always been there. When she was little, they had been all over the yard until Naia was around 8. She had started getting sick, and the doctor said it could be the plants. Her grandfather refused to let her mother remove the ones by the doors, front and back, but they took out all the others. She had gotten better once they were gone. Naia had forgotten about it. 

“Wait here. I’ll cut the base and remove them.” Holding her breath near it, she used large shears to cut the bushes and drag them away to the edge of the yard. 

“Won’t your mother notice?” Zale asked, his voice full of concern for her. 

“She never comes out here,” Naia assured him, once again leading him into the house. “This is the room I was telling you about.” Just inside the back door was another door that led to a small room. “If we had more money, we would have a maid, and she would stay here. Luckily for you, we do not. Just try to be out early.”

“You are too kind, Naia. I will be out before your mother wakes. Where can I meet you tomorrow?”

“Down by the water, where we met today,” she whispered. “Goodnight, Zale. I had so much fun today.” 

His hand cupped her face gently. “I, too, had a lot of fun. I cannot wait to see you in the morning.” 

After the door was quietly shut, Naia went to her own room. Now she had trouble falling asleep knowing he was downstairs. After a time, she fell into a dreamless sleep. When she woke in the morning, the sun was already shining. No doubt her mother was already downstairs cooking breakfast. She had meant to get up early and see Zale off. She climbed out of bed and rushed down. Not going to the kitchen so as not to be questioned by her mother, she went straight to the spare room. The door was shut, and her heart quickened as she slowly opened it to peek in. No one was there, it was empty, and everything was back in the exact same place it had been as if he hadn’t been there at all.

“Naia, are you awake yet?” Her mother’s voice from the kitchen was loud as Naia made her way back toward it. 

“I’m here,” she answered, entering and sitting at their small table. “Are there any chores for me to do today?”

Her mother set down a plate in front of her, hash browns, an egg, and some ham. “Not today. I want you home early today, though. If you don’t make it home early, you will not be going out tomorrow. Do you understand me?”

Naia nodded. “I understand, mother.” 

“No river. You know you aren’t allowed there.” Naia only agreed. 

After breakfast, Naia took care of the dishes and got dressed. Finally, when she felt her mother wouldn’t question why she was leaving so early, she hurried out the door. Zale was waiting for her near the water. She slowed, watching him. He sat in the grass in his long white pants and long sleeve, flowing white shirt. Now that she was looking, she realized the clothes seemed a little old-fashioned. His hat was still firmly on his head. His long legs stretched before him, his arms holding him up as he leaned backward slightly. 

“You like the water as well?” Naia asked as she sat next to him. 

He glanced at her and smiled before turning back to the water. “It makes me feel at home.” He answered. “I am happy to see you again. Did your mother notice that I had stayed?” 

Naia laughed, shaking her head. “If I hadn’t snuck you in, I wouldn’t have known. You left the room exactly as it had been.” He looked at her again and winked. “What would you like to do today? Our town isn’t very large, but I can show you around.” Zale happily agreed.

For the rest of the day, the two wandered around the town, looking at shops. For lunch, they went to a restaurant and ate. After, Zale borrowed a guitar and played for her in the square. He had an amazing voice, and his songs were all beautiful. She had never heard them before. Others stopped to listen, and some even danced to his music. As it grew later, Naia knew she had to go home. She wanted to be able to see him again tomorrow, and her mother wouldn’t let her out of the house if she were late. “How long are you staying in town?”

Zale thought for a moment. “Well, I came for the festival, and tomorrow is the last night. I’ll leave that night.” 

“You don’t want to start traveling at night. You need to get rest.” She argued, hoping to keep him around a little longer. She hoped that if she kept him around long enough, he would decide to stay.

His hand cupped her small cheek. “I must leave at night, my beautiful nymph. Will I get to see you tomorrow?” 

She leaned into his touch. “I would like that very much. Will you stay the night at my home again?” 

His hand left her cheek. “I don’t want to get you into trouble. We are lucky your mother didn’t catch me this morning. Do you think we should push it?”

“Please, Zale, I’ll worry about you all night and will not get any sleep if you don’t come.”

Still, he hesitated. Naia couldn’t help but wonder if he was not committing because he thought he might find someone else to spend time with. “If you would like to, just throw pebbles at my window again. I’ll come right down and let you in.” She finally said, not forcing him to commit. She looked at the ground feeling a bit depressed by her own thoughts.

“I will see you tonight then, my love.” Naia looked up quickly at that. Zale was smiling and moving closer to her. 

Heart thudding in her chest, she wasn’t breathing as he pressed his lips gently to hers. His hand slipped to the back of her head, fingers tangling in her loose hair, keeping her to him. It was an amazing kiss that left her a little lightheaded. “See you tonight, Zale,” she whispered, standing and placing her own hand on his much larger cheek. He turned his head and kissed her palm before she slowly moved away from him. 

She felt like she was floating inches off the ground the whole way back to her home. She scolded herself a little for questioning him. He hadn’t noticed anyone besides her all day either. He gave her undivided attention and listened whenever she spoke about her childhood or memories around town.

At dinner, her mother took her lack of speech to being upset about not going to the festival. Truly she was dreaming of Zale and their kiss. “I am sorry that you cannot go, my little nymph.” Her mother set setting down a plate in front of her and startled her from her thoughts. “I just don’t want you to end up meeting one of them. I have no doubt that at least one of them is here. They cannot stay away from festivals. 

“Why are you so worried about me? What is so wrong with me meeting someone like my father? You fell in love with him.” She inquired as her mother finished putting food on the small table. 

Her mother sat down across from her. “If you meet a man like your father, you too will fall in love, and you will be taken from me. He will bring you to Encante, his home under the water, and I will never see you again.” Naia rolled her eyes, and her mother’s voice rose in annoyance. “You think I make this up, but I am not. They are amazingly good at music and dancing, and they have this way about them. You cannot help but fall in love with them. Your father wanted to take me home with him, but your grandfather found out about us and locked me in my room. Once we found out about you, I didn’t want to leave. I wanted you to grow up here, like a normal human. I haven’t gone down to the water since the time I met your father, and I do not want you to have the same fate. You must be wary of foreigners with pale skin, who love music and dancing and always wear a hat.”

Naia perked up at that. “A hat, why a hat?” 

Her mother sighed. “I’ve told you this before. Do you ever listen? Encantado are dolphins that can change to human form. They are unable to rid themselves of their blowhole, though, so they wear a hat to cover it. That way it will go unnoticed. If you see a man that seems too handsome for words, that has pale skin and is incredibly irresistible, you must come home right away.” 

Naia was starting to wonder if Zale was an Encantado. She decided that it didn’t matter if he was. He accepted her completely, something the people in town never had. She wanted to be with him, no matter what he was or where they had to live.

That night she stayed awake in her room. She thought again about leaving with Zale as she listened to her mother move around downstairs. She wasn’t sure she could leave her mother behind. Her grandfather had died years ago. She was the only person her mother had. She knew her mother would be devastated if she woke up and Naia was gone. Strikes on her window pulled her from her conflicting thoughts. Quickly she went to it, making sure it was Zale. She ran down to let him in. This time she didn’t stop herself from throwing herself into his arms.

He caught easily, laughing a little at her enthusiasm. “Hello, my beautiful Nymph. How are you this evening?” 

She smiled up at him. “I’m better now that you have come. I wasn’t sure if you would.” 

He clicked his tongue at her. “I had to wait until your mother was asleep, didn’t I?” 

She laughed a little. “I guess you did. Come inside.” She took his hand and led him into the house. She decided to wait for the morning before asking him if he was an Encantado. She didn’t want to start a conversation they could not finish. More importantly, she didn’t want him to disappear in the night if he hadn’t meant for her to know where he came from. “How was the festival?” Naia questioned. They sat together in her small living room, cuddled on the couch.

“It was better when you were with me. Can you go tomorrow night?” His eyes were bright and hopeful. “It is the last night of the festival.” 

Naia loved that he wanted her there and that he said it was more enjoyable when she was with him. “I’m sorry, I cannot. My mother is watching me all the time.” The regret was clear in her voice.

He shifted and looked at her. “Why does your mother hate festivals so much?” 

Avoiding his eyes, lest he sees she wasn’t telling him the entire truth, she gave him as close as she could get. “She doesn’t hate them. I’m sure she would like to go. She loves music and dancing. She just fears for me. She’s afraid that I’ll meet someone, and they will take me away.” 

She felt Zale stiffen. “Who does she fear you will meet?” he asked. Naia worried that he already knew the answer. 

“I don’t know,” her voice was just a whisper. She didn’t want to get into it now. She didn’t want him to know that she suspected who he truly was. “Tell me about your homeland.” She changed the subject.

Zale watched her a moment longer, then smiled. “It is a beautiful place, with all different varieties of animals, all brilliant colors. We play and dance and have fun all day long. There is no work or chores, no money or stress. I think you would love it.” 

“It sounds amazing,” she agreed. “Are you asking me to go with you?” She teased him, not expecting an answer.

He put a hand on her cheek. He was not teasing. “I am Naia. Would you come home with me?” She hesitated. “I’m sure that we would be happy,” he added.

Nuzzling his hand, she wanted to say yes right away but knew she couldn’t. “What about my mother?” 

“I can only take one with me. She will be okay on her own. Doesn’t she have your father?” He leaned in and kissed her softly, making her lose her train of thought for a moment.

When he sat back and waited for her response, she realized that she had to tell him now. He had a right to know about her father. “My father wasn’t from here.” She began pulling away from him a little and looking around the room at anything but him. “From my mother’s description of him, he looks like you.” 

The confusion in his eyes shifted to surprise. He sat up from leaning on the couch and looked her over critically like he was looking for something. “This is wonderful!” He suddenly pulled her into a hug. “Why did your mother not go with your father?” He questioned, putting his hands on her shoulders and looking into her eyes. 

“My grandfather found out and kept her from meeting him. She’s never seen him again. She found out about me a month later. Grandfather was so angry. Mother was never allowed to go to a festival again. I don’t think she wanted to after she had me. Mother never loved again. Grandfather tried to set her up with a marriage many times, but she refused them all. She has only me. Grandfather died a few years ago, and we inherited his house. I cannot leave her alone here.”

“Does your mother still love him?” The way he was asking seemed much more important than just about her mother’s love for her father.

“I’m sure she does. When she talks about him, she always has a longing in her eyes. I catch her sometimes, singing a song I don’t know or understand. She says my father taught it to her.” It was one of Naia’s favorite songs. When she was little, her mother used to sing her to sleep with it, when her grandfather wasn’t home. Now Naia hears it rarely, usually when her mother is looking out toward the water. 

Zale stood, “I will go find your father and bring him back by the end of the festival tomorrow night. Then we can all go to my home.”

Naia stood as well. “Wait, what if he no longer loves her. What if he has his own family? Don’t go if you can’t find him. I want to spend time with you until you must go.” 

“It’s impossible for him to have found someone else. Once we choose someone, that’s it. It’s not the same for your people. He probably thinks she didn’t meet him because she doesn’t love him. I will be back, my beautiful nymph. Wait for me.” Before she could argue, he stole a kiss and was out of the house. She ran to the door to watch him go. He was across the lawn quickly and moving toward the water. 

Naia couldn’t sleep that night and was tired the next morning at breakfast. Her eyes kept drifting closed, and she almost dropped her head into her breakfast. “Are you alright, darling?” Her mother asked. She put a hand to her head. “You don’t feel warm, but you don’t look well.”

“I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep very well last night,” she answered with a yawn. 

“Why don’t you rest today. I was thinking, if I’m with you, maybe we can go to the festival tonight.” 

“Really?” Naia perked up right away. Her mother laughed at her sudden alertness. “That would be wonderful, mother. Thank you so much!” 

Her mother smiled. Her face was full of love and adoration for her daughter. “I haven’t been since I met your father. Grandfather wouldn’t let me, and I didn’t want to, honestly. After I had you, I didn’t need to go anymore. You were my life.” The older woman looked past her daughter now. Naia recognized the look in her eye. “You know, they can only take one back with them. I couldn’t leave you, so even if I saw him again, I wouldn’t be able to go with him. It would only break my heart when we were separated again.”

“What if you saw my father now? Would you go?” Naia asked, hoping that she knew the answer.

Her mother laughed. “I’m sure that he’s moved on by now. A man that handsome doesn’t stay single long. Besides, I just told you he can only take one. I’d still have to leave you behind. No matter how old you get, you are still my daughter, and I will not leave you here alone.” 

Naia went back to bed, her mind reeling. Her mother would go if she didn’t have to worry about Naia. If Zale could find her father and bring him back, and if he still loved her mother, they could all go. Her mother might be upset with her for meeting Zale and not telling her about it, but if he could bring her father back, she thought she would be forgiven quickly.

A knock on the door woke her. She hadn’t realized she’d even fallen asleep. She could see the sunset painting the sky outside her window, and she sat up quickly. She hadn’t meant to sleep all day. She had wanted to go down by the water and wait for Zale to come. 

“Are you up for going to the festival, or are you still not feeling well?” Her mother’s voice came through the closed door. 

Naia opened it. “Of course, just give me...” she paused. Her mother looked amazing. She wore a beautiful multicolored dress that flared at the waist. Her black hair was styled and had some curls. She even wore some makeup. “Mom, you look amazing. I’ve never seen you so dressed up.”

Her mother flushed a little. “I’ve never had a reason to before. I figured if we are doing this, I might as well do it right. Would you like me to dress you up as well?” The older woman stepped into the room. “You know, I haven’t worn this dress since the day I met your father. I’m surprised that it still fits.”

They spent an hour getting Naia ready. She had never spent time with her mother, interacting with her as she was at that moment, and she enjoyed it. She felt her mother was finally seeing her as a young woman, not a child. 

When they entered the square at the festival, it was so crowded that the two held hands so they wouldn’t be separated. Naia looked for Zale at first but soon forgot to as she danced and ate and shopped with her mother. 

“Baila.” 

Naia heard her mother’s name and watched as her mother stopped mid-dance, frozen in place. Behind her mother, she could see an older man dressed in old-fashioned white clothes and a hat firmly in place.  Looking between her mother, who had not turned around to look at the man, and the man himself, Naia knew that he was her father. She couldn’t think of anything to say so she watched the interaction between the two. 

Baila took a breath, then turned toward the voice. “Eldoris,” her voice was a whisper. Naia almost missed the name. The man reached out to her, and with a little cry her mother went to him, putting her arms around his waist and her head into his chest. He wrapped his arms around her, kissing the top of her head. 

“You didn’t meet me. I thought you didn’t care for me,” Eldoris said quietly. “When I came to look for you, I couldn’t get close to the house. There were plants everywhere that are poisonous to my kind. I came back to the festival each year for you, but I never found you.”

She shook her head against his chest, not moving away from him an inch. “My father found out about our plans and stopped me from coming. He must have known about those plants because he put them there the day, he found out about us. I didn’t know they kept you away. He never let me go to the festival again and...” Baila stopped talking suddenly. She reluctantly pulled away from the man and looked toward Naia.

Taking her daughter’s hands, she faced her. “Naia, this is your father, Eldoris.”

The man’s mouth dropped open. “You... I didn’t,” he turned to look behind himself. “You didn’t tell me, Zale.”

At his name, Naia couldn’t stop smiling. He stepped from behind Eldoris, and suddenly, her reunion with her father didn’t matter as much. She just wanted to be in Zale’s arms. 

“I thought you should hear it from her.” He spoke to Eldoris but only had eyes for Naia. “I told you I would find him my beautiful nymph.” Zale moved to her side and touched her cheek. “I missed you.” She only smiled up at him until her mother spoke. 

“What is this?” she was clearly angry. “You know him?”

Naia turned to her mother but put an arm around Zale, his rested on her shoulders. “Yes, I’m sorry, mother, I know this is what you were worried about, but he is a good man, and I love him.”

Zale leaned down and kissed her gently. “I love you too,” he whispered when he pulled away. 

“We can all go to our home now,” Eldoris said, taking Baila’s hand. “We can be a family in Encante. I have missed you so much, my love.” 

“We can’t leave. We belong here. Our life is here,” Baila argued, taking her hands out of his.

“You were going to come with me so long ago. Why can you not come now?” Eldoris asked. 

Baila looked at Naia, then back to Eldoris. “I was a child then, just as she is a child now. I have responsibilities now. I cannot just leave. I have a house and a job.” 

Naia moved toward her mother and made her look at her. “I am going, mother. I want you to come with us.” She knew she was begging, but she didn’t care. She didn’t want to leave her mother behind. Zale couldn’t stay with her. The only option was for all of them to go to Encante. 

Eldoris took Baila’s hands again, facing her. “I have missed you so much, my love. Please come home with me. Let us be a family. Let us grow old and be with our child and see our grandchildren. There is still time for us to have a life together.” 

Naia held onto Zale, waiting as her mother considered her father’s words. “Yes, I will come.” She looked at her daughter. “I cannot separate you as my father did to us. It was horrible. The only thing that got me through it was you.  I also cannot let you go without me. I would miss you terribly. This is the only way we both can be with the men we love.” 

Naia hugged her mother tightly. “Thank you.” 

That night the four danced until the musicians closed the festival down. They did not need to bring anything according to the men, so the women went back to the house to clean it out. “You can come in here.” Naia directed them to the back door. Her mother gave her a look, knowing that she had cut out the plants and guessed why. Naia was glad her mother chose not to scold her. Shutting all the drapes and locking all the windows and doors. Baila wanted the house to be ready in case they ever went back for another festival. Naia wondered if someone would take over the house if they didn’t come back often enough. She did not mention that to her mother, though.

“I don’t know how to swim,” Naia said nervously as they walked toward the water. 

Eldoris laughed. “My daughter, not know how to swim? It will come naturally, trust me.” The older man turned to Baila. “This will not be easy on you, but I will be by your side the entire time.” He handed her a little bottle with liquid inside, corked at the top. They walked into the water up to their waist, and he instructed her to drink the liquid. 

With one last look toward her daughter on the bank of the river, Baila uncorked the bottle and threw her head back, downing it in one gulp. She looked pained before she disappeared under the water. Eldoris went under right after her mother. 

On the shore, Naia looked on. She waited for them to resurface, but neither did. She grabbed hold of Zale. “Go get them! Something is wrong.” She nearly yelled at him. The water was still, the moon reflecting on it.

“It’s okay. They are fine,” Zale tried to calm her, watching the water closely. Finally, something did pop up in the middle of the river. “See, there they are.” 

Naia’s mouth fell open. Two very long snouts with sharp teeth appeared, then a round head. The two turned toward the shore, looking at Zale and Naia. “Is that...” 

He smiled a little. “You still did not know who we were?” Zale asked, laughing a little. “We are the Boto. You are too. If you had ever entered the river, you would already have known that. Come, my dear, let me show you.” 

Slowly they walked into the water. As it reached her waist, Naia felt she was floating more than walking. She could no longer feel the ground beneath her feet. Zale disappeared next to her, going under the water, and she soon followed. 

The water felt more at home to her than her home of 17 years. She could feel Zale next to her, but her eyesight wasn’t very good anymore. She made a noise, and suddenly, it all became clear. Zale beside her, her mother and father swimming toward her. “Are you ready to go home?” Zale asked, though how Naia understood him, she was not sure. 

She moved her new dolphin tail and swam forward, then flipped around, turning to look at her love. “Yes, take me home.” All the way to Encante, the two swam together, playing in the water, jumping in and out of it. Naia knew as they approached the underwater cavern that she was home and would never return to dry land. 

“Are you alright, beautiful?” Zale asked as they drew closer to the cavern opening.

She did a summersault in the water. “I am so happy.”

 

The End
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Angels walk among us. 

They are everywhere, helping to guide our every step even after death.

 

Love is forbidden in the Heavenly Realm. 

What would you do to be with the one you treasure? 

The one you cherish? 

 

Jezebel learned the hard lesson. 

She fell in love. 

And…

She…

Fell.

 


Chapter One: Jezza

“Jezza! Jezza, where are you? Come out, come out, wherever you are.” His voice echoes in the alleyway. It’s pitch black outside. The cover of night is the best time to get away with … well, anything. His footsteps are soft as he tries to catch me unaware, but I’m prepared to meet him. I sent him a message informing of where to meet—an abandoned alleyway between two warehouses in a bad part of town. 

I’m staked out behind a blue dumpster that reeks of trash and decay, and if I turn my head the wrong way, the breeze forces the smell in my face. I pull my shirt up to cover my nose. A little trash isn’t going to stop me from getting what I want; it won’t stop me from seeing him dead.

“Jezza, enough playing these childish games. Either pay what you owe me, or there’ll be hell to pay,” Stan says, his voice a little pitchy toward the end. He’s getting anxious.

Hell to pay? I try not to scoff. As if! He’s not a Shadow Demon. 

The only reason I owe Stan money is because when I first fell, a long time ago, I needed a place to call my own. His family provided so long as I eventually paid them back. The funny thing is his family never got it in writing. And now he’s made a big mistake in coming here to meet me all alone. 

Stan money is because when I first fell, I needed a place to call my own. He provided so long as I paid him back. The funny thing is, he didn’t get it in writing. And now he’s made a big mistake in coming here to meet me all alone.

I have to cover my mouth to stifle the chuckle. 

Stan thinks he can scare me, but nothing scares me. Not anymore. Not since I fell from the highest place you ever can.

I straighten from my crouched position behind the dumpster and step forward, revealing my silhouetted figure to Stan. When I glimpse his face, I see words spiral in a smoky blue, almost like mist curling all around him. The words hover just above the crown of his head, the cursive lettering is coiled around his head like a halo, going clockwise around his temples. 

But only I can see the words. Fallen Angels have the ability to read the minds of mortals. In a way, it’s like cracking open a book with singular words instead of multiple sentences. Words that speak of what he will do to who he thinks is nothing but a human girl. If he only knew … how strong, how powerful I am, then he wouldn’t be thinking such wicked thoughts. Stan would be running away in the opposite direction. 

“Threatening me while standing alone in an alleyway is a low blow, even for you, Stanley,” I say, quirking a smile that he has to squint to see.

Stanley has seen better days, with his once drop-dead good looks, or so I can imagine. The scraggly red beard he must have shaved at one point is now overgrown like grass in an abandoned yard. His shoulders are hunched over so he resembles Quasimodo from Notre Dame. Hazel green eyes that probably used to sparkle now hold only darkness when I look right at him. Stanley seems like he’d probably would’ve been fit too, like he’d kept himself in check by eating a healthy diet. Now, he just looks like he enjoys eating too much and getting a beer belly. 

When I tilt my head, I see a flash of silver. 

A pocketknife? He really thinks he can kill me with that little toy of his?

I roll my eyes, fighting the urge to just kill him and get it over with. I enjoy playing with my toys, almost as fervent as him toying with his own victims. And I’m pleased to see that his Guardian Angel is nowhere in sight, which will make this cat-and-mouse game that much more enjoyable, especially when there are no interruptions. 

“You’ve got a lot of nerve owing me so much money, sweetheart. Either you give me what you owe, or we’ll find another way to get your debt paid in full.” His eyes flash, and more words sprawl in the air in front of me, making me blink a few times.

Lust. 

Desire. 

Hatred.

Those three little words can unwind a man in seconds like a piece of string in a ball of yarn. If I didn’t know about wicked men, I’d say he was one of them. Then again, I unfortunately associate with wicked men on a daily basis. 

The Heavenly Realm only has a couple of rules. Do your duty as an Angel, and never fall in love. The two easiest rules to follow, and I somehow managed to break both of them. 

“I don’t believe I owe you anything, Stanley. On the contrary, you owe me.” I smile again, showing my teeth this time, sharp points that can rip through flesh and shatter bone.

He disregards me with a shake of his head, laughing lightly. Stanley probably feels like I’m not a threat to him, but I’m about to prove him wrong. “You’re out of your mind, sweetheart, if you think I owe you anything.” 

I step forward, coming into the light of one of the nearby gas streetlights, illuminating myself in a dim glow. “Oh?” My eyes narrow. Stanley’s face pales when his eyes dart to my teeth.

Unless you count being able to read the minds of mortals and having such unnatural strength, there’s not much worth in being a Fallen Angel.

He holds up the pocketknife, his hand trembling as he takes an automatic step backward. 

We’re told by the Council of Seven that, as Fallen, we should blend in with human society, makes things easier, given we aren’t Angels anymore, nor are we Shadow Demons spawned from Hell. 

If he thinks he can kill me with a simple pocketknife, then he’s a fool. The knife can pierce my skin, and I can bleed, but my flesh will heal in seconds. The wounds won’t scar either. Sure, I’ll feel the stinging pain, but that’s about all of what Fallen can feel. We don’t feel any emotions except pain—undeniable, uncomfortable pain. We lost the rest of our emotions when we fell from the Heavenly Realm.  

“You really think you can kill me with that little toy of yours?” I tilt my head as I move into the light a tad bit more. 

Stanley moves back again, his grip around the hilt of the knife turning his knuckles off-white. “What the hell are you?” His voice chokes on a sob. 

I rotate my shoulders until I hear a soft whooshing sound behind me. Black spiraling gossamer wings unfurl from between my shoulders and stretch out as wide as the alleyway on either side of me. My wings have sharp ends after each and every black feather, almost like little bat claws. I can only glide if the wind is on my side, but most of the time, it’s not. 

Words scramble around in his mind as he tries to mutter something close to intelligent, but he’s drawing a blank. 

I chuckle as my wings twitch a little, excitement humming in my veins. I want to see Stan’s blood spill across the pavement. I want his screams to echo into the night. “What’s the matter, Stan? Cat got your tongue?” I take another step forward. “You’ve caught me in a bad mood, Stanley.” Once I’m close enough to him, I start circling him like a predator. “The first rule you moronic humans need to learn is never make a deal with an immortal. The end of the bargain isn’t pleasant.” 

His body shivers, and his grip on the knife loosens a bit. “Please.” He repeats the word over and over, hoping I’ll spare his miserable existence. I take pride in watching him grovel. In fact, I’m half tempted to have him get down on all fours and crawl like the pitiful human made of dirt that he is. However, I’ve already wasted an effort in keeping him alive for this long as is. Oh well. 

I stop in front of him, watching his eyes blur with tears that trickle down his cheeks and mix in with his scruffy beard. “You know the price for dealing with an immortal?” He shakes his head abruptly. I lean forward to whisper it across his face. “Immediate death.”

“No, no, no.” He continuously shakes his head. “It can’t be. I can’t die. I have a family.” The pocketknife clatters to the pavement, and he claps his hands across his face to hide the fact that he’s blubbering like a child. 

“And yet, you act as though they don’t exist, sleeping like a dog because you think with only one head. You forgot your loved ones existed until your wife died, and then you put your kids in foster care. You have no family, Stanley. They left you a long time ago.”

He drops his hands from his face. “How do you know that? Nobody alive should know that!” he shouts, his face as red as a tomato. The word “hatred” sprawls out in the smoky blue color across my vision.

I give him a deadpanned expression. “I know all your mistakes, Stanley. Your bad outweighs the good. Lucky for you, I happen to be everything bad in the world.” 

He holds up his hands as if praying is going to do him any good. He’s had all his miserable life to do this, but the one time he actually attempts to do the right thing, it’s too late. “I’ll do better, I promise. Just give me another chance. Please!” 

I sneer. “You’re pathetic.” 

I imagine the heavy burden now placed upon his shoulders, the knowledge that his life is coming to a devastating end. A crumbling mess like when Jericho’s walls fell after Joshua had his followers blow the trumpets for a full seven days. The result was thousands dying within those walls. 

“You honestly think I’ll spare you? You’re groveling at my feet. Praying. Hoping. Wishing that I’ll save you.” I crouch so my lips are practically at the curve of his ear. “No one is going to save a worthless scumbag like you.” 

Stanley’s body seizes. His pupils are wide, the artery in his neck is pounding, and his lips part in shock. He’s terrified and fearful of the unknown. I lean back on my heels to study his face, a wicked smile on my lips. “What are you, a Demon from Hell?” 

My eyes narrow, and my fingernails carve crevices in the flesh of my palms. “How dare you.” I don’t like being compared to a Shadow Demon. I may have black wings, but I’m a Fallen Angel. I came from the Heavenly Realm. I was never created to become a Shadow that feeds off mortals. Nor do I have the face of a hellhound like that of a Shadow Demon.

The need to hit him has my blood boiling and my heart echoes in my ears. My fist arcs goes up, catching the underside of his jaw, sending him sprawling backward against the concrete. He groans where he lies. His jaw is out of alignment, and his bottom lip bleeds from where he cut it on his chipped tooth. 

I straighten up, cracking my knuckles. I’m going to enjoy tormenting the life out of him. “Never compare me to a Demon dog from Hell. I am a Fallen. Don’t you know what that means?” 

Words of what he’s thinking fly across my vision. 

Horror. 

Terror. 

Pain. 

The words don’t stay for long once they appear across my vision, but I don’t need to know the rest of what they’re thinking. 

“Poor Stanley,” I whisper, bending down to reach out and caress his cheek with my hand. “Do you know what it means for an Angel to fall?” 

He flinches away from me, and I try hard not to grin at his reaction. “Yes.” His voice cracks, and his jaw pops back into place. How unfortunate for him that I’ll have to dislocate more than just his jaw again. 

Whatever he imagines is only a fraction of the nightmare I’ve lived. 

“Don’t fear death, Stanley. It’s most unbecoming for a man your age. Your disciples won’t know how to handle the news of your death when I take over,” I state with a smirk. His gang needs a real leader, not this frivolous bag of bones, after all I’ve nothing better to spend my time on Earth doing. When one is immortal, makes for a boring time. 

He goes to sit up, but I curl my fingers so that my nails dig into the flesh of his cheekbone. Stanley winces but remains still as I grip his face with both hands now, locking his head in a grip where enough pressure could fracture his skull within seconds. 

A sharp, intensifying crack causes him to suck in a sharp breath as blood trickles down from his parted lips, his skull slowly crushing in my hands. “Stan, say my name.” I demand. 

He can’t answer since I’m beginning to break the bones in his face. I relieve the pressure a little as he chokes on his tongue, and blood seeps out his parted lips. “J-Jezza.” 

Regardless of how he dies, watching his pain and causing his torment brings me great joy. It’s what I live for these days. Ever since I became Fallen, anger has slowly boiled in my veins over the centuries; and witnessing others suffering has brought me close to the truth of the emotions I lost.

I nod, then frown when he coughs so hard that he spits droplets of blood across my clean white blouse. My gaze narrows. “You just created a hard-to-remove red stain.” I let out a soft sigh of irritation. “And it was new too.” Then my hands are crushing his skull a second later. 

His jaw cracks, and he shrieks, reaching up to claw at my hands, dying to break free. The bone from his jaw sticks out a little as I shove the bottom of his mouth up toward his nose and eyes. I’m ready to see the light go out of his eyes. 

“Do you want to know my real name?” I ask, smiling as he stares wide-eyed at me. 

Stanley is no match for my strength, and he knows it. His mouth parts. 

“Jezebel.” 

A bright light pierces the alleyway, illuminating the area and outline silhouettes of mine and Stan’s shadows form and stretch from the light. 

My eyebrows furrow; it’s not my name coming out of Stanley’s bloody mouth. The voice belongs to whomever is standing directly behind me. 

Daring a glance over my shoulder, a hiss escapes past my lips, and I have to immediately avert my gaze. An ethereal white glow shines and covers every inch of the glorious Angel that uttered my name. My hands drop from Stanley’s face as I turn and step over his body, backing away from the Angel. 

“Go away. This doesn’t concern you!” I snarl. My wings wrap around my body as if to somehow shield myself from the presence of something holy. It’s been a while since I’ve seen pure light, and it makes me want to hurl. 

“It does concern me. The Creator says to let him die peacefully,” the male Angel says.

I lift my chin. “You didn’t have to come here and act all high and mighty. I was doing just fine until you showed up.” I wave him off. “Go back to staring at a cloud and playing that godforsaken instrument you call a harp.”

I go to turn back toward Stan, but then I’m airborne. I shriek, kicking at the breeze holding me captive before I’m tossed like a ragdoll against the dumpster, hitting my head with a loud smack. I groan when black dots appear across my vision. 

“I didn’t want to do this, Jezza. But you’ve left me no choice,” the Angel whispers softly as if he’s standing right over me.

I lie where I’m at on the cold ground, feeling my head getting lighter as if I’m going to pass out. 

Hell, can Fallen even pass out? 

I watch through blurry eyes, my head swimming as the Angel moves toward Stanley, who whimpers out a plea. The Angel lifts a hand and touches Stanley’s head. “Stanley Jon Wells, your time is at an end. Your Guardian Angel has failed to keep you safe and teach you right from wrong. Judgment Day awaits you at the Gates.” The Angel pulls back his hand and reaches for the white scabbard at his belted waist. He draws out a shining beacon of light in the form of a sword. The glint reminds me of the golden streets.

One day, I’ll see those streets again, just probably from a distance.

The Angel lifts the sword above his head, and Stanley shrieks as he brings the sword downward. It cuts Stanley in two pieces like he’s a slice of bread. The body erupts into flames and then dissolves into ash, leaving nothing behind.

I feel the darkness pulling at me to come into its loving embrace and close my eyes against the pain in my head. I’m aware of strong arms lifting me up and then nothing. 

 


Chapter Two: Jezza

Flying is all I’ve ever known, from the first breath I took till the day I plummeted from the Heavenly Realm. It’s a part of me, and the day I stop truly flying, even with demonic wings, is the day my world will surely end. 

The membranes in my wings arch upward, pain rippling through each individual feather, drawing a hiss from my lips that are open in a silent scream. I streak across the night sky, trailing fire in my wake like a meteor shower. 

I know it’s going to hurt when I make impact with the ground. I should prepare for my descent, but all I can do is watch as I hurl toward Earth and wonder if perhaps things could’ve been different. 

My wings ache with the need to fly, to stretch to their full wingspan and stop myself from meeting my end. Even a fledgling bird knows to catch themselves mid-flight if they fall from a nest or a tree. But my wings won’t catch the breeze or flap back up into the Heavenly Realm. They’re broken beyond repair. No longer do they glisten, nor are they a beautiful glimmering white. They are black, stripped of their grace and beauty. Soon they’ll be scarred, missing feathers, and razor-sharp like bat claws. 

Tears burn from the corner of my eyes. Wind bites at my face, and I can scarcely breathe. I futilely try to reach out and grasp a cloud as I fall through them, the clouds evaporating at my fingertips. I can’t seem to touch anything, grab anything to stop the fall. 

I should’ve listened. I should’ve followed the rules. The thoughts keep circling my head as the ground rushes up to meet me. I close my eyes …

I awake with a start; my heart feels like it’s going to beat out of my chest. I take several breaths, clutching the silk material of my ruined blouse as my heart slows and my hands stop shaking. My eyes scan the all-white room with no way out, so there’s got to be a door that locks from the outside. Pushing up on my forearms, I give my head a good shake. The same nightmare plagues my consciousness every night. The only time I don’t think about my fall to Earth is whenever I’m awake. And it’s been a long time since I fell.

My neck cracks when I twist my head both ways as I try to take in my surroundings. Silver catches my eye at the same time something rattles when I loosen my grip on the blouse. My eyebrows pull together into a frown as I look down, noticing the questionable iron snugly clasped around both wrists. When I hold up my hand for further inspection, I bite back a curse. “Don’t tell me …” I mutter, then glance from my wrists to my ankles. 

Chains? The bastard put me in chains!

My upper lip curls back, and I shake my hands for good measure. I try to pull them apart as far as the links will allow, but all they do is rattle, creating little clinking sounds that bounce off the walls of the room I’m holed up in. 

Tilting my head back, I stare up to the ceiling and notice that the chains go over my head. “Someone’s been busy,” I say in a low voice. The chains are endless, hooked to the ceiling and disappearing through a trap door. It’ll be impossible to escape. These aren’t just any ordinary chains, though. They restrain Fallen Angels for a reason. 

Whoever did this doesn’t want me to get out.

I swallow back the bile rising to my throat. I have a suspicion about as to why I’m in such chains, and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know whether I’m right. “Fuck this shit.” I twist my wrists so that my palms press against my chest and yank as hard as I can manage. The chains don’t even so much as shift under my strength. I snarl when I feel the cuffs tightens around my wrists, the smell of burning flesh is in the air. My stomach roils from the pain.

Clambering to my feet, I slide my feet out, dragging the chain links between my legs as I move forward to press my head against the stone wall for support. I grit my teeth, biting back a scream as I continue to bend the chains. A hiss escapes past my lips. A pounding sensation begins at the base of my temples, spreading to the front of my forehead, and I have to bow my head to stop the pulsing that is causing the headache. 

If the chains were regular iron, they’d snap under my strength. The chains have a mind of their own, or at least they seem to, because they’ll tighten around the clipped area. If I try to break free, then I’ll be in immense pain from it; the skin around the edges will chafe, and then the flesh will begin to slowly burn away. The longer the chains tighten, the worse the pain will become. 

I twist my wrists and inhale sharply when the iron cuffs tighten. I’m forced to bend at the waist when the pain causes black spots to dance across my vision. The pain nearly sends me to my knees from not only my wrists but also my ankles. “Fuck.” As the pain passes, a groan echoes in the room, and I lift my head, daring a glance over my shoulder. The groan isn’t coming from me, but from behind me.

Whirling on my heels, I stumble a little and suck in another breath, flinching at the pain in my ankles from the iron cuffs. I try to right my balance when the door hitches open, and I watch with narrowed eyes when I spy who’s strolling in. A scowl spreads across my face. It could’ve been anyone at all, but they had to send him. 

Angels have this tendency to overreact. They want to be in control at all times. Angels don’t trust their Fallen brethren, and this particular Angel doesn’t trust me. Not that I can blame him in the slightest, because I don’t trust him either. 

He casually stands in the doorway, eyeing me up and down. I hate the way he stares at me, as if I’m some sort of trophy to him. His staring bothers me more than it should. 

My toes curl just imagining the way things used to be between us. A few stolen kisses, fluttering hands, our wings intimately encircling our bodies. The Angel steps into the room, and I fight the urge to cower away from the natural glow that encases him. The light that brought me such joy and peace, that I used to know like it was a piece of my existence. I missed the vibrant light when I was an Angel. And yet there was only one thing I didn’t care for about being an Angel, and that was the categories we were placed under. 

Angels have their own hierarchy. 

Some humans turn into Angels after their deaths; they get to pick if they wish to be a Soul Collector, a Warrior, a Messenger, or a Guardian Angel.

However, Angels made before the world began didn’t get a choice. We were categorized into the groups regardless of whether we preferred one over the other. 

In the First Sphere, we have what they are called Seraphim or Seraph, Angels with three sets of wings whose feathers are made of flames. They use one set of wings to cover their faces, another to cover their feet, and the third to fly. Seraph remain faithful and loyal servants to the Almighty and never leave the throne of God. They love to shout—loudly, I might add—“Holy, Holy, Holy” on a repeated cycle. I swear that’s the only thing they know how to say. Like a baby learning to speak for the first time. Don’t get me wrong, I think it would be nice to have three sets of wings, but if all they can say is “Holy,” it makes me wonder who gave them vocabulary lessons. 

Then there are Cherubim Angels. They’re known to have four faces, each one different—a man, an ox, a lion, and an eagle. Cherubim aren’t the little cupids Roman Mythology have. The Cherubim are human-size Angels with four wings covered with eyes that see everything, and they also have the bodies of a lion and ox hooves for their feet. It’s creepy if you glance at their wings, and I’ve done my best to avoid the Cherubim altogether. Every time they look at me, my skin prickles with unease. They’re the guards of the Garden of Eden and the throne of Almighty God and can handle anything, putting even a Guardian Angel to shame. 

And then, finally, we have the Throne Angels, known as the Council of Seven. They receive direct prayers from the Messenger Angels and help Almighty God sort them out. There could be more than seven, but I’ve never seen them. But since seven is a holy number in the Creator’s eyes, it would make sense to only have seven Angels helping Him out. 

The Second Sphere houses the Lordships—Angels that regulate the duties of the lower-class Angels and help them get things done in a timely manner. They are known to hold a white orb near their swords in case of an emergency, but I’ve never personally ever seen one be used in action. Then there are the Virtue Angels. They are the ones that personally deliver miracles from Almighty God. He’ll send one of those Angels down to Earth, then that Angel will act as a vessel to allow the power of the miracle to go through their body, and voila, miracle accomplished. They also tend to sometimes prefer to be in large choirs and sing. It’s strange, but at least I wasn’t created as a Virtue. I’d be tired of speaking if I had to use my voice all the time. Finally, to end the Second Sphere is the Power Angels. They supervise all the Angels to make sure everything remains in balance and the world won’t end terribly soon before the Rapture comes. But not even the Angels know when that’ll take place.

The Third and final Sphere is what the Angel in front of me is a part of.

He’s not a Ruler; they’re a band of Angels that wear crowns and carry scepters. They inspire creativity in their wake wherever they go. Imagine being around when Van Gogh made his masterpiece, The Starry Night. Where do you think he got the idea from? One of the Ruler Angels. Surprised? Good. I’m not. 

The Angel isn’t just an Archangel like his brother, Michael. Archangels are high up in the ranks, next to the Seraph, but they’re part of their own category. Michael is the original Angel that guarded the gates of Eden before being sent away. He’s always busy preparing for the Rapture by training the Angels in the armies. 

But that’s not who the Angel in front of me is. He’s a Messenger Angel. One of three. The other one is his other brother, Raphael. But he’s a brutalist Angel and makes Michael appear like a saint. 

However, the Angel in front of me is unique. He delivered the personal message to a mortal woman by the name of Mary. She was told to be carrying someone very special. The Messiah. This particular Angel is the one that got to be above every other Angel in all the Heavenly Realm for having such an amazing experience. You know him as the Archangel Messenger, but I know him as …

“Gabriel.” 

I haven’t laid eyes on Gabriel since the Nazis took over in Germany and Hitler started the genocide with the Jews. After falling from the Heavenly Realm, I’d chosen to lie low, and that meant staying away from Angels in general. I’d heard about Gabriel and Michael being sent on a mission, yet meanwhile, I’d been hiding from them along with the Nazis. I can only pretend to be mortal for so long before people start asking dangerous questions. And if I didn’t want to end up as an experiment or a concentration camp, I had to dip out.

I keep my expression neutral, even if seeing Gabriel again causes my chest to ache. 

I’ll never be able to showcase any emotions other than anger at Gabriel for what he did to me—to us. Trusting him is like trusting a rattlesnake. One wrong move, and they’ll bite you and leave you to die. And that’s pretty much what he did. He left me to die. 

“Jezza,” he says in a quiet voice. Gabriel’s voice sounds like the aftermath of a waterfall cascading down a mountain spring. Peaceful, tranquil, quiet, and alluring. Everything you could ever imagine to be wrapped up in one voice. When he’s angry, his voice becomes powerful like peals of thunder. 

I move my eyes away from him to stare at my bare feet, my boots no longer in sight. I always prefer to dress up whenever I go on a killing spree. Someone’s gotta look good for a death sentence, am I right? The tops of my feet are covered in scars. So is the rest of my body. I’ve had to endure a lot on my own, and I don’t need Gabriel reminding me of why I fell in the first place. 

Even though I can heal from a fatal wound, scars tend to remain, no matter how big or small the injury is. Fallen Angels are supposed to have reminders of their pain in any way, shape, or form. And it’s not like I can cover every inch of my skin in tattoos either; the ink seeps into my skin and then disappears altogether. I’m not supposed to experience any sort of pleasure on Earth, only pain. 

I feel as I’m going to start hyperventilating, have a heart attack, or something akin to a mortal’s anxiety or pain at any given moment. How else would one react to seeing their ex-lover? You don’t go running straight into their arms. You tuck tail and run in the opposite direction. You ask questions later, not the minute they come barging back into your life. Nobody wants to stick around someone that caused them emotional and physical pain. 

I tilt my head to glance beyond Gabriel’s shoulder to where the door has shut, leaving us very much alone in this small white stone room. 

Crafty son of a bitch. 

He moves to stand in front of me, and when my gaze flits back to his profile, Gabriel is holding out a peace offering, a plate of fruit. If he’s thinking I’ll accept it, he’s got another thing coming. I scowl, turning my face away from him and all his natural glory. 

The thought of eating is both appealing and not. It’s been weeks since I ate, but I can’t imagine eating when I feel like retching all over the floor. And I definitely don’t want Gabriel having to clean up after me. 

“Are you really going to be stubborn about this, Jezza?” When I half shrug my shoulders, he lets out a loud sigh. 

“I’m not being stubborn about anything,” I mumble, looking down at my worn shoes again. I really need a new pair if I can ever get out of these chains. “Maybe your head isn’t screwed on right.” 

“You need to eat,” he says, ignoring my last comment.

I shake my head, not bothering to meet his gaze. It doesn’t matter if my stomach is protesting at my choosing not to eat. I won’t give him the satisfaction of being nice to me. “Not hungry.”

Angels don’t need to worry about the little things such as eating or drinking. Their bodies are Angelic and therefore don’t need the usual substances to live. Since I’m a Fallen Angel, however, I have to eat once in a great while to survive.

“Well, you need to eat, regardless of how stubborn you’re being.” No matter how much he pleads or demands, he can’t force me to eat. Angels and Fallen are both bound to not take away someone’s free will. It’s something that’s been engrained into our minds since the beginning of our existence. 

My jaw clenches. “If anything, you’re being stubborn.” When I tilt my head to send him a glare, he’s arching a dark eyebrow at me. 

“How do you figure?” 

I hold up my wrists, shaking them so the chains rattle. “Oh, come on. I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out. Maybe I’m being stubborn because you’re holding me here against my will.” I continue to glare at him. “Ever think of that, genius?” I was expecting some sort of reaction out of him, hoping that maybe he felt guilty for causing my demise, and yet he does nothing. 

Gabriel merely blinks at me as if contemplating on what to say. “I’m not breaking any laws, Jezza.” 

I roll my eyes. “Sure, and I’m definitely pregnant with your child.”

His black eyes narrow. “That isn’t amusing in the slightest. I’d forgotten how vulgar your humor can be.” 

“You’ve just got your panties in a twist because I don’t have a gut-wrenching personality. That, and I don’t fling myself at you like trash.” I sneer. “Face it, Gabe. You’re nothing without me. Now let me go.” 

“I cannot do such a thing. And if memory serves right, you were one of those women that did indeed flaunt themselves at me.” He can take as many jabs as he wants, but it’s not going to work. There’s nothing he can say or do that’ll change my mind about him. 

Frowning, I lower my hands. “Why not?” 

Gabriel ignores my question and crouches down to leave the plate of fruit at my feet. When he straightens, he turns and moves back toward the door. He dares a glance over his shoulder to size me up as if expecting I’ll somehow be able to break the chains keeping me his prisoner.

It’s hard for me to believe that no mortal can see the face of God and live to tell about it. It’s the same with Angels and Fallen. God made us in His image, so we’re unable to showcase our true eternal selves. Fallen Angels are allowed to wear a human mask since we have to blend in with them on Earth. I wore a disguise just when I was going to kill Stanley. However, now that I’m confined to this room where I can’t escape, I’ve dropped the human façade. Now my ethereal beauty is showing, and I can’t tell whether I enjoy the way Gabriel is staring at me. 

My wings hang limply behind me; there’s no sense in trying to get out with these chains and the door being locked. If I weren’t a prisoner, I could imagine standing on top of Mt. Everest with the wind sweeping against my long black hair and breeze stirring my feathers. My wings would be white and soft to the touch. And my blue-gray eyes would be alight with happiness. Of course, that’s if I were free and an Angel.

Gabriel’s face darkens the longer he stares me down. I’m the first to look away. He’s always had smoldering good looks, piercing dark eyes that can look into the depth of your soul, and a serious yet charming personality. His hair has grown out so that strands curl around the curve of his ears. Stubble dots along his jawline. A beautifully crafted Angel. 

And one I’ll never be able to share adventures with again. The thought makes my heart skip a beat. 

An apple lands near my feet, startling me out of my thoughts. I glance up at Gabriel through my dark curtain of hair. “I expect you to have eaten that apple when I return,” he commands, although it has no effect on me. Then he leaves me to remain confined in this prison.

I’ll show Gabe where he can shove the apple. 

I bend over at the waist. The first couple top buttons on my ruined blouse show my neckline and maybe a hint of cleavage, but that doesn’t bother me any. It’s not the first time Gabriel has seen me naked. Turned out the first and only time would be a mistake on both our parts.

I pull back my arm as I stand up, apple in hand. Then I whip the apple and watch it soar across the room. It smashes against the white wall and leaves chunks across the wall and the floor. Feeling satisfied with my stubborn choice, I slump where I am, rubbing my hands together. The chains chafe against my wrists. I can handle chains, but I can’t handle the temperature of the room. 

I’m freezing my ass off in here. There’s no heat, no windows, no sunlight, nada. Zip. Nothing but white walls, chains, and a Fallen. Goosebumps prickle across my exposed arms, and I try to adjust the chains so I can wrap my arms around myself in an attempt to keep warm. Knowing my luck, Gabe will try and get me to listen by telling me what to do in exchange for a warm blanket and good food. 

As an Angel, I never worried about the heat or the cold. As a Fallen, I experience an extent of the pain—the scorching heat from the sun or flames, although I can’t die by a heatstroke or by trying to burn myself alive. Sure, my skin might peel, or my flesh can melt off the bone, but as an immortal, I can’t die. It sucks, but it is what it is. Same goes for the cold; frostbite can cause me to look a finger or a toe, but it’ll just grow back. 

My teeth begin to chatter. Damn him. I can’t stand the cold. 

I have to get out of here, but I’m out of options. The usual weapons on my person are gone. I know Gabriel probably better than I should. He took my jacket, where a couple throwing stars are hidden in a sewn pocket inside the lining. My legs feel lighter with the holsters that hold a short dagger on each thigh missing. And since I’m currently barefoot, I’m taking a wild guess here and thinking that he confiscated the knives in my boots as well. Gabriel definitely searched me after I got knocked out cold. Whatever the case, I’m screwed without weapons. 

I know better than to walk around the bad parts of town without weapons. I may be a Fallen, but there’s still danger out there. I’m not a Shadow Demon or an actual spawn of Hell, but I’m pretty close to it, them being cousins and all. 

There are only two ways to kill a Fallen. One is for God to unravel my existence, but I’ve never heard of Him doing that. He’s too merciful. He couldn’t even kill Lucifer before he fell from the Heavenly Realm. Safe to say I don’t have to worry too much about that. The other way to kill a Fallen is by cutting off our wings, and then we get sent to Judgment Day. From there, I’m not entirely sure what happens. I just know it’s between me and the big guy. 

Death is different for mortals. They go through Judgment Day and then either end up in the Heavenly Realm or in one of the seven circles of Hell. Take Stanley, for instance. He’ll more than likely end up in one of the outer circles of Hell. Personally, I just wished to prolong his suffering, which is why I was enjoying torturing him until Gabe had to be all high and mighty. 

Gabriel had no right to step in, because I was perfectly happy with smashing Stanley’s face until his brain exploded. 

I let out a groan, crouching down to sit at an awkward angle. My knees scrape against the floor as I maneuver into a halfway decent position. “I look like a fucking chimp,” I mumble and try to get comfortable as best I can. 

My teeth continue to chatter as I pull my wings around my shoulders to try and keep warm. I shut my eyes, shivering from the cold.

No matter which role I play, good or bad, hero or villain, the end result is still the same. 

I’ll never get to be happy. 

 


Chapter Three: Gabriel 

The door to the private study slams shut, nearly breaking on its hinges. I stomp into the room, growling under my breath. My snow-colored wings flap irritably behind me as I stalk around to the bookcase nailed to the left side of the wall to my study. I stop in front of the bookcase. The glass-pane case shows my reflection as I reach out to trace old scrolls, searching for the correct one before pulling it out.

I turn, scroll in hand, and unravel the old parchment to lay it flat across my wooden desk. I brace my forearms against the desk to study the hieroglyphics from Ancient Egypt. I’ve always been fascinated by the Egyptians and how they drew pictures to form their language and to tell their stories. Studying the hieroglyphics is also a sure way for me to forget my current situation and the problem in the other room. All Angels have their particular hobbies to enjoy during their somewhat spare time. Mine is studying Ancient Egypt and learning their language. Even if the Egyptians prayed to false idols made of gold and bronze, I find the whole race to be mysterious and ponder over the entire culture. Reading the papyrus scrolls is like cracking a secret code to a whole different world than the one I’ve known all my life, the Heavenly Realm.

I’ve seen it all, but it doesn’t stop the want, the craving to be known as something more than just plain ole Gabriel. Sure, I gave the greatest message known to mankind to a human virgin mortal who wound up giving birth to the Messiah, but I long to know more, to do more than just be an Archangel Messenger. These thoughts are always dangerous for me to have. 

I lean back, my eyes flickering to the ceiling.

Wishing to be human isn’t my only dangerous thought. A new thought circles my head, a breath of a whisper of a woman’s name. A name that sends my heart thundering and makes my hands curl into fists. 

Jezebel. 

She has the power to make me crumble to my knees, and the Fallen Angel doesn’t even know it. All I can see in her eyes is pure hatred for me and for what I’ve done. What we did.

I sigh, shaking my head, and step away from the desk. I won’t be able to get much reading done, not with how my thoughts keep straying to the Fallen Angel. I haven’t thought of her in years, and then a single task comes from my brother. It was either allow my brother to capture Jezza, or I could. I chose the latter. Probably hadn’t been the best idea, given our history, but here I am several hours later, with a Fallen Angel trapped in the spare room in the basement, and all I can think about is how much I’ve missed her.

I envision long black wisps of hair that curl down to feminine shoulders. Dark, cloudy gray eyes. Skin that looks and feels like a rare jewel from the deep sea, a pearl trapped in a clam, waiting to be rescued. Her height just reaching below my chin but perfect to nestle close to my heart, to protect her from danger.

Blinking, the image disappears. I frown, turn, and swallow hard. Even though I wish to be more than just an Angel, I can’t keep thinking of what it would be like to hold Jezza in my arms anymore. The thoughts circling my mind would only break my heart further. 

Jezebel betrayed my trust. I won’t allow her back into my life. Never again. 

 


Chapter Four: Jezza

I’ve become numb in the past several hours. If I were a mortal, I’m pretty sure I’d have lost a finger or a toe. Pulling my wings closer to my body doesn’t protect me from the cold, and the warmth seeps out the cracks between my spindly black feathers. I growl under my breath, pushing my wings outward to stretch the membranes. The feathers make an odd scratching sound across the stone floor. The noise puts me on edge in the otherwise silent room. 

I’m going to kill him. He did this to me. He won’t even tell me why he has me locked away in here. I’m not going to feign innocence but sometimes ignorance is bliss. I just don’t think I want to know the answer. Nobody truly wants to know when their life is going to end. 

I grit my teeth, glancing down at the iron cuffs around my wrists. I fucking hate him. Averting my gaze to the floor, I take several deep breaths. The anger simmering in my veins has me on edge; this entire prison does. The need to get out is clouding my judgment. I need to bide my time, and the only thing I can do is sit here and think. 

Think about the mistakes I made as an Angel and how the path I desperately wanted to take was not in my favor. How I was able to let someone hurt me—all because I wanted what Angels are forbidden to have. And most of all, the mistake in trusting someone that broke my said trust and threw me away like yesterday’s trash. 

Gabriel.

His name flits through my mind, and I close my eyes. The absolute last thing I want is to see him again, but if it means my only chance at escape, then I have to take it. But I also don’t want him to come back in here and act all high and mighty. 

A single tear trails down my cheek. I reach up and angrily brush it away. I still have trouble understanding why I suffered greatly but Gabriel didn’t so much as get a slap on the wrist. All this time, it’s never been made clear as to why I lost my status as an Angel and became a Fallen. Yet Gabriel gets to keep his title, his wings, and our home. It makes me sick to my stomach. 

I guess God does play favorites.

But I suppose I deserve this fate. And strangely enough, it’s given me more time to let loose and have fun—even if it means having done it alone. 

“Captured,” I think aloud. “That’s what I should call it.” How else would one describe where I’m at?

Shaking my head, I curl my wings tight against my body again to try and cease the chattering noise coming from my teeth. 

 


Chapter Five: Gabriel 

“Captured, that’s what I should call it.”

I jump and turn my head to the baby monitor. I purchased it before going out to hunt Jezebel down. She wouldn’t suspect a thing about my being able to hear her every uttered word. My hands curl into fists as I lean forward, a frown on my lips. 

I wonder what she means by that …

My dark eyebrows furrow as I stare at the monitor, waiting for Jezza to say more. When she doesn’t, I brush the invisible wrinkles on my white robe and make sure the golden sash around my waist is tied correctly. 

Better to get this over with. 

Since it’s just the two of us, I don’t have to worry about appearing to Jezza as a mortal; I can go as myself. I head out of the private study and take a left, heading down the narrow passageway. My footsteps echo as I come to a halt outside the door. There’s a small latch near the top that allows me to spy in on her without Jezza knowing I can. When I open the latch, my heart aches. 

Jezza is fast asleep, but her body quakes with shivers. 

Perhaps taking away her jacket hadn’t been the brightest idea. 

Granted, I needed to scour her body for weapons, but taking the jacket seems a bit harsh considering how she’s shaking. I sigh softly. For an immortal being, she sure did carry multiple weapons on her person. I could imagine her feigning off attackers with a knife I found in one of her combat boots. The weapons could have made her feel safe. Although she never carried a weapon as an Angel, all Angels were instructed to be around an Angel that carried a flaming sword—Archangels and Guardian Angels.

I look down to my own sheathed blade that rests on my left hip, then back to the Fallen Angel. I study her until her eyes flicker open. When she turns her head, I notice the faint trail marks of tears on her cheek.

I blink in surprise. I’ve never seen one of my own cry before, and certainly hadn’t been expecting Jezebel to cry. She’s never been one for tears, and now I know why. Jezza never had a reason to cry until now. She’d been an Angel once, carefree as a bird with a spring in her step. Now she only knows pain, discomfort, and loneliness—the many displeasures of being one of the Fallen race. 

She looks frail. When was the last time she ate?

The apple I gave her is plastered all over the wall. I know without a doubt she’ll refuse another meal, so I step back, then turn, leaving her be. Jezza can certainly be stubborn about a lot of things.

Once back in my study, I brace myself against the nearest wall, resting my forehead against the cool stone. I don’t think I can do this. I shouldn’t have offered to do this assignment.

The phone on the desk rings. Straightening away from the wall, I turn, reaching out to grasp it. “Hello?” I rub a hand across my stubbled jawline. I hate using the telephone. It makes things awkward when I can’t read a person’s facial expression. But I’m glad for the distraction.  

Muffled voices float in the background, and a single male voice greets me. “Do you have her?”

I hesitate for a brief second before muttering a yes.

“Honestly, I wasn’t expecting you to be able to follow through on this assignment.” My grip tightens on the phone. The man’s voice is soft and alluring. Smooth, silky, and dangerous. “The Creator is pleased, and the Council of Seven await you for her Judgment. You will, of course, be needed as a witness.” 

“Michael.” I take a deep breath as I address my brother. Only three Angels were born from the same pair of wings, in a manner of speaking. Every other Angel was created out of absolute nothingness, while Michael and I had been born. It’s why we’re so sought after for assignments. I send messages and help during the recruiting for newly mortals turned Angels, while Michael stands at the pearly gates to guide souls into the Heavenly Realm and is, in his spare time, a warrior. “When will the Judgment take place?”

And then there’s the third brother—Raphael, an Angel that fell from the Heavenly Realm, second to Lucifer. They were cast out as Angels and made into the Devil and the first Fallen. They weren’t Shadow Demons, which Lucifer created in his own image. Lucifer wants the role as the Creator, even if that wasn’t going to happen. Michael and Raphael, having been the warriors of the three of us, went out on mission after mission before Raphael took the fall. Now it’s up to myself and Michael. 

Sometimes I have to remind myself about why I bother to speak with my older brother when he clearly has better or more pressing matters to attend to.

Michael clears his throat. “The Seven must review what the Fallen has done during her time on Earth. She’ll be dealt with soon, I imagine. Perhaps in a manner of weeks, depending on her sins.” 

“That long?” I have to lean against the desk for support. I’m not sure if I can handle Jezza for that long. I can’t fathom the idea of keeping her locked away in that awful prison room. 

“Unless, of course, you don’t think you can handle it. We’d be more than happy to send someone else—” 

“No,” I blurt out. “I can do this. I’ll make sure her heart is on the scale and gets weighed properly.” 

“On what?” Michael asks, sounding confused. I smack my forehead, the sound resonating into the phone. I have to be careful what I say to my older brother. Michael finds mortal traditions and cultures boring and, in his words “useless information.”

What I’d said of the scale and having Jezza’s heart weighed is another Egyptian myth, which speaks of that the scale representing Judgment to weigh a mortal’s soul. The mortals’ hearts would be weighed against the Feather of Truth. If a mortal heart weighed less than the feather, they would be blessed with good deeds and taken to the afterlife. But if the mortal heart failed and weighed more than the feather, their souls would be eaten alive by the jackal god. A fascinating discovery I’ve made while reading the papyrus scrolls from Egypt. 

I scrub a hand across my face, wishing I could’ve stopped myself from babbling about stuff Michael doesn’t want to hear. Jezza had encouraged the study of culture and traditions. They helped us as Angels to grow closer to the mortals to understand them and the way they thought and spoke. 

Michael clucks his tongue in disapproval. “Where did you read that? It’s barbaric to read anything other than the Holy text.” 

“I was just—” I stop, taking a couple of deep breaths. “I enjoy reading more than just the Holy text, brother.” 

“Remember who the Creator is, Gabriel.” The line goes dead. 

“I know who the Creator is,” I say quietly as I click off the phone and put it back on the receiver. Sighing loudly, I move around to take a seat at my desk. My hands go into my long hair, and I’m half tempted to rip the strands out. 

Even though I know who the Creator is, I still dream of something more to life than just being a Messenger. The mysteries I could solve if I were a mortal … I’d be an architect, discovering the world one tomb at a time. I enjoy the historical information; I could pour over old, outdated documents, dusting off grime from lost or stolen artifacts, document the priceless history that needs to be recorded …

A loud wail has my head snapping up and sends my heart into a frenzy. I stand, leap over the desk, and bolt out of the study and down the hall to where the wailing is coming from. 

Jezebel’s cell.

 


Chapter Six: Jezza 

Would it kill Gabe to install a TV with good working cable? 

This prison cell is driving me up a fucking wall. It’s so boring; there’s nothing to do but stare at the pristine walls, floor, and ceiling, as if something can entertain me. 

Groaning, I tilt back my head, closing my eyes. The lights, blue LEDs that dumbasses prefer to use while driving late at night, have been giving me a nonstop headache. I feel like I need to wear dark sunglasses to block out the too harsh lights. 

I can feel eyes watching me. At first, I try to ignore the feeling. But then the back of my neck prickles with unease, and when I open my eyes and glance around the room, my heart begins to pound fiercely against my breastbone. My hands ball into fists and shake. The iron shackles rattle as I stand and try to back away from the intruder. 

My entire body trembles from head to toe. The lights above my head wink out and plunge the prison cell into immediate darkness. Red eyes gaze at me from across the room, and then white, sharp teeth are all I can see just below the intruder’s eyes. My back collides with the wall; my heart is beating uncontrollably. If I were a mortal, I could’ve been experiencing a heart attack.

A scream claws up my throat, but before I can even make a sound, something slithers across my lips. I reach up to touch my mouth, trying not to panic. The intruder has sewn my lips shut with the barest of a Shadow thread, and it won’t matter what I try to do. I’m to be silenced. Whoever this Shadow Demon is, he’s powerful and sets me on edge.

When I blink, the intruder is a hair’s breadth away from me. I jerk my right leg upright to nail him between the thighs, but he merely slides to the left, avoiding the hit entirely. I don’t feel as courageous as I had out in the alleyway going up against Stanley. It’s been a long time since I’ve stared death—Lucifer—in the face. Quite literally. My wings curl toward the rest of my body in case of an attack, but he continues to give me a wicked grin, red eyes observing my every movement in the dark the same way a predator watches his prey.

My eyes adjust to the dark, and I watch as he tilts his head. Two massive black, scaled horns peek out from beneath a mop top of cornstalk-yellow hair. His beady red eyes calculate my every move, even when he reaches out a hand toward me. I shy away from him. The intruder ends up caressing my cheek, his skin ice-cold as he cups my face the way a lover does to their partner. I tremble when he leans closer. 

I’d never want to meet this person in life or death. I encountered Lucifer only once before, when I’d still been an Angel, and he had laughed like a maniac as he tore my brothers and sisters limb from limb in one of the first and last battles I ever snuck off too without Gabriel knowing about it. I never told him about what I’d witnessed. The battle is something I try desperately to forget about, and now here Lucifer is, staring me directly in the face once more. 

“My, my. How you’ve grown in strength and beauty, my Fallen one,” he murmurs, his eyes changing from the bloody red to a pool of inky black. “To think,” he continues, his fingers tracing my jaw, down my neck, across my collarbone, and resting at the curve of my shoulder. My skin prickles with goosebumps, and I desperately wish to fly away from him as swiftly as possible. “You will be mine very soon.” When he moves his hand away, I feel like I can take a breath of air once more. 

Lucifer backs away, blowing me a kiss and winking, his eyes returning to red, and disappears in a plume of black smoke. The smoky tendrils that linger after he’s long gone drift closer to hover around me. They curl around my body, and then their teeth flash as they bite into my flesh like leeches, shredding my skin like scissors to paper. I scream against my sewn lips, thrashing in my chains as I try to get the tendrils off. The harder I fight, the more the tendrils seem to grow as they feast upon my blood.

There’s a loud bang, and the lights flicker on. I have to squint when I turn my head to look at the brighter light filling up the expanse of the doorway. Gabriel. A clap of thunder echoes in the prison, and the Shadow snakes hiss at the exposure of the light and disappear just as their master had. 

Pain ripples across my body as if I have salt water on my wounds. I blink back tears as my vision swims in and out of focus. The light dims, and then Gabriel storms forward, holding his flaming sword of truth. He sheathes the sword at his waist and then crouches down in front of me. Somehow, I’m on my knees, breathing hard and with blood pooling beneath me. 

Gabriel glances around the room before his dark eyes settle on me. A wave of dizziness washes over me, and before I can motion to my sewn lips, I slump forward and black out. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

An insistent, pounding headache has me cracking open my eyes. I don’t know how much time has passed when I have to focus my eyes to survey the room. I’m lying on my back, still cuffed considering the rattling sound belonging to the chains, and there’s a soft blanket beneath me, something that definitely hadn’t been there earlier. 

Groaning, I try to sit up, but a heavy arm nudges me to lie still. My heart beats erratically, and all I can think of is Lucifer, the Devil who left his snakes to feast on my blood. I turn my head, my gaze flickering up when I hear soft hushing. A warm hand caresses my cheek as I stare at Gabriel’s face. 

I open my mouth to speak, glad it’s no longer sewn shut, but my throat feels parched, and my tongue feels like sandpaper. Swallowing is next to impossible, but then he’s offering me a glass of water and helps prop me up so I can take a few small sips. 

When I have enough, I lean away from him, and he lowers his arm slowly from behind me. Gabriel doesn’t move away, and now my heart has a new reason for beating uncontrollably. “Jezza.” His voice is strong yet soft and sends chills down my spine. “What happened? Do you know who that intruder was?” 

Despite having shifted away from him, we’re still fairly close. I can feel his warmth, and it seeps into my bones. My wings stretch out a little, as if maybe they’ll feel his soothing touch. But I know Gabriel won’t do such a thing. After all, we’re no longer together. “It was Lucifer,” I croak out. 

“What could he possibly want with …?” Gabriel trails off, and I know he won’t say the words. He’s always been the kind and compassionate Angel. 

“A Fallen?” I prefer to be blunt and to the point, regardless of whether I hurt others. It’s better not to beat around the bush about such things, which is why I try to remain honest even as a Fallen. “I don’t know. He left before I could say anything.” I won’t mention what he said to me. Gabriel doesn’t need to worry about me. Not anymore. 

“Jezza—” I turn my head to look over at Gabriel, and he’s leaning closer. My stomach clenches, and I can’t tell if I’m nauseous about his intentions or if I’m excited that he stills cares. His dark eyes look from my mouth to my eyes several times, and then our faces are mere inches apart. I want him to kiss me. I want to remember what he tastes like, even if I know it’s wrong to want it. 

But Gabriel’s letting his emotions get the better of him, and I honestly can’t make the same mistake twice. Not after what he did to me, to us. When his eyes close, I lean farther back away from him and lift my wrists, rattling the chains. His eyes snap open and stare at me as if he can’t quite figure me out anymore. 

“Gabe … we can’t,” I state simply. “I’m not willing to make another mistake.”

Gabriel’s face flushes crimson, and a look of hurt appears in his eyes. Then he’s turning away, getting up, and crossing over to the door. “Yes. You’re absolutely correct. Being with you is a mistake.” I wince at the tone of his voice as he slams the door to my prison shut and leaves me alone with my thoughts. 

Looking down, I assess my wounds. They’re slowly healing, but several spots are blackened by the Shadow Demon’s poison. Doesn’t matter if I’m immortal or not; Shadow Demons can still hurt me. A chill trails down my spine when I think about their leader—Lucifer. I don’t know what he wants with me, but his words have me quaking on the inside.

Lucifer is known by mortals as Satan, but I still call him by his given name. He’d been one of God’s favorite Angels but had wanted more power, more popularity, so he tried to overthrow our Creator. It didn’t happen, which resulted in his fall and those of some of our brethren. The Angels that fell with Lucifer all became Demons and created Shadow Demons, offspring to the original seven Demons that fell.

I chew on my bottom lip, tasting blood, as I try to figure out what Lucifer meant about me being his very soon. Sighing, I clamber to my feet. Regardless of whatever Lucifer’s games are, I have to get out of here. Because something tells me I need to get far away from everyone, including Gabriel. 


Chapter Seven: Gabriel 

I pound my fists against the oak desk, splintering the wood in half. Papyrus scrolls go everywhere across the floor. I turn, reaching to grasp my chair before tossing it against the wall. It lands on the floor with a crash.

How could one impossible, stubborn woman push me away when I’d only been attempting to give her what she desired? I can still picture her face when I’d appeared in the doorway to her rescue. Jezza’s eyes had lit up, and her face had gone from terrified to calm before she had fallen unconscious.

I’d only intended to give her what she desired … a mere kiss. But she refused and tore out my already fractured heart. 

Refused me.

Her refusal was more than a slap to the face. Jezza’s words had all but allowed the angry words to come pouring out of my mouth. All I can picture after her telling me no is the image of her talking to another Angel, Erik, in the Heavenly Realm, laughing and touching his arm as if he were a new shiny toy and I had been tossed aside like yesterday’s trash. In a fit of anger, I’d spouted off that being with Jezza is a mistake. Not was as in past tense but is.

I had figured that out far too late. 

Jezza had chosen to be with Erik, and her price was to forever be damned as a Fallen. And bringing her to justice had been my doing. Just as a rightly Angel of God should have. 

Yet I couldn’t help but to wonder … perhaps I should’ve been cast out as well. 

 


Chapter Eight: Lucifer 

I watch from a distance. I knew it was bound to happen, for Angels to become like mortals and make mistakes. My upper lip curls back into a sneer, revealing sharp teeth that can tear any flesh, even if the person’s flesh was made out of stone. I wave a hand in front of me, and the mirror hanging on the wall before me fogs over, blurring what I’d seen of Gabriel throwing a tantrum and Jezebel alone once more in her cell.

I stretch my arms above my head before clambering to my feet. I’d been lounging on the black—cushioned throne for a time but find I’ve much to accomplish in such few of days. After all, I have to get the seven circles of Hell ready for my bride-to-be.

Jezebel is proving to be a difficult woman to Gabriel, and I don’t doubt she will make the perfect queen. The Fallen Angel fits the description within my mind perfectly. Stubborn, beautiful, conniving, stealthy, deceptive—everything I wish for the queen of Hell.

I picture the petrified look on Jezebel’s face when I’d gone to see her. Only our second time meeting in such close proximity. I have to resituate my jeans that cling to my waist, thinking of all the ways to punish my perfect Fallen Angel. However, it appears I’ll have to make do with one of my servants while I wait for the day Jezebel can live here in this gloomy place with me for all eternity. 

“Anais!” I bellow.

The servant girl dashes from the corridor, stumbling into the throne room, and stands, gasping for breath in front of me. 

I tap my foot in annoyance. “You’re late.” 

Anais’s face pales. “Please, sire—I was cleaning the tapestry—”

I hold up a hand to silence her. “I’m well aware of the task I gave you. Cleaning that horrific reminder of my greatest failure.” 

God gave me the tapestry of my fall from the Heavenly Realm to remind myself of how I would never step foot past those pearly gates again. It shows Archangel Michael in all his majestic glory, ripping out my wings and nudging me toward the highest top of the Heavens. My descent was a brutal one, and as I fell, the Angels who’d rallied with me were sent to the same fate. 

The Angels that followed me to their demise regretted the decision now, of course, not that I minded in the slightest. After all, I’d promised them what I shouldn’t have in the beginning— that after I became the anointed one, they would be given the titles of high-ranking Angels. However, that did not happen, but I aim to fix my mistakes. 

Now, I have a weapon. Jezebel can help me achieve my goal of becoming higher up than God. All the Angels will bow before me because I will be the first one to have a queen at my side. Not even God has that, and all Angels will worship me after I make Jezebel my queen. 

“But,” I say, giving Anais a pointed look, “when I call, you drop everything and come to my aid.” I cluck my tongue in disapproval. 

Anais’s whole frame shakes, and fear cloaks her face like a mask. 

I take a deep breath, smelling the fear radiating off her body like an intoxicated poison. I love the feeling; the fear always draws me and my inner demons closer to the kill. Thriving off it, the feeling makes me more alive than ever before. 

“Please, sire—give me another chance.” Anais is but a mere poor soul that made one mistake after another. Her mistake as a mortal had been killing her ex-boyfriend when he abused her. She never regretted killing him, but I can imagine her regretting ending up in Hell as my servant, forced to forever be in my service. However, murder is one of the sins in the Ten Commandments, and I take refined pleasure in making sure those that punished others are just as severely dealt with. After all, I would not be called the Devil for nothing. 

I step toward her, coming down the stairs. Anais freezes in place. “You are my servant, Anais. Did you know I was once a servant too? I wasn’t given a second chance!” I shout, and she flinches away. “No matter how much I begged, He didn’t give one of His creations a second chance!” Her body trembles from head to toe. 

I roll my aching shoulders. I can still feel the ghost of my wings attached to my shoulder blades. The phantom pains serve as a constant reminder along with the tapestry of my utter failure and defeat. “Now then, do you honestly think I will give you a second chance?”

Anais shakes her head, her bottom lip quivering.

I circle the servant girl like a predator. “Now, because I’m nicer than He ever was, I don’t believe I’ll be needing you as a servant any longer.” I reach out to stroke my long, sharp nails down the length of her arm. Her breath catches.

My eyes trail along the exposed top of her breasts in the skimpy black maid outfit I prefer my female servants to wear. The dress consists of a corset that comes to just above the breasts and stops just shy of the woman’s thighs. “Your punishment is final. You are to be my consort until my bride-to-be arrives.” I flash her a grin. Her blue eyes are wide and terrified. My other hand runs through her dirty, matted blond hair. 

Anais ducks her head in obvious shame. I watch, amused, as pathetic tears leak down her face. She’s more appealing to me  now than when she was merely terrified. I love to see those around me suffer; it gives me immense pleasure. I wait a few seconds, giving her time to process what I want, and then reach behind her to where the corset is tightly tied and pull it loose. 

The corset falls to the ground. Anais gasps, covering her breasts with one arm and her womanhood with the other. I gesture to the throne chair behind her. She swallows hard, and I can hear her heart pounding hard against her breastbone. 

I grin, and Anais turns, hurrying over to the throne chair and sits. She still covers her assets as I take a couple of steps rather slowly toward her. I order her to remove her hands. She takes a second to compose herself, closing her eyes. My gaze goes up and down the length of her body. She’ll do, for now.

My Shadow snakes slither out of my skin and ripple like liquid as they maneuver themselves to situate over Anais. The snakes’ mouths open and reveal sharp needle-point teeth and begin to feed on her. She shrieks, her eyes snapping open. They cover every inch of her body. She will feel the ultimate amount of torture and pain when I’m through with her. 

When I’m finished, Anais has fresh tears trailing down her cheeks, and her sobs are irritatingly loud. I merely roll my eyes, stepping away from her. The tendrils return to my body, fully sated by her flesh and blood. “Go make sure my queen’s chambers are in order before she arrives.” I dismiss her with a wave of my hand. 

Anais stands on shaky legs, teeth marks dotting every inch of her flesh. Blood trails down between her thighs as she hurries away, her sobs echoing as she shuts the door to the throne room.

I turn, moving down the steps and kicking away the useless corset on my black marble floor. I’m once again in my fitted black jeans and head to the closed doors. 

Do not fret Jezebel, for you will be mine. 

 


Chapter Nine: Gabriel 

I breathe out a heavy sigh, standing in front of the broken study and debate on what to do. Jezza’s refusal is a constant whir in my head, like an incessant fly. 

I should’ve attended to her. Instead, I tried to kiss her.

I should’ve cleaned her wounds, given her more food, or maybe even a bath. But all I kept thinking about is her rejection. She made it perfectly clear she doesn’t want what we used to have, not anymore. 

My jaw tenses as I turn to storm out of the study and down the hall to where she’s confined. I despise have to chain her, but it’s for the best. At least, that’s another thing I can keep repeating inside my mind. 

I stop just shy of the door, take a steady breath to calm the anger simmering within, and open the door. Jezza is on her feet, although she’s swaying and looking far paler than her natural porcelain skin. Blood still pours from the cuts from the Shadow snakes, and I eye her shredded clothing, frowning. 

The least I can do is dress her wounds and allow her a bath. I’m not a monster. 

I’d like to think I’m not a monster, yet I can’t help but to wonder if perhaps I am. After all, I have my ex-girlfriend locked away in a cell, and I’m going to send her to her ultimate doom. 

“Come back for round two?” she asks as I step further into the room. Jezza stares over my shoulder to the open doorway.

“I came back to offer you a deal.” 

Jezza eyes me suspiciously. She has every right to be cautious; after all, to her, I’m the enemy. Even if it isn’t true in my heart. “What kind of deal?”

A smile quirks at the edge of my lips as I try to keep a neutral expression on my face. “I’ll let you walk out of here …” I trail off as she stands up straighter from near the wall. “And you’ll get the full treatment to a bath, new clothes, and care for your wounds.” 

Jezza’s eyes narrow slightly. “What’s the catch?” 

I ponder for a brief moment. “You have to bestow upon your fair knight a token of gratitude.” 

She frowns at my teasing. “Guess I’m stuck in here for a while longer.” Jezza doesn’t meet my gaze as she stares at her chained wrists, looking like a wounded animal. 

Why on earth does she have to be so stubborn? I think, shaking my head. “Oh, come on. All I’m asking for is—” 

“I know what you’re asking for!” she snaps, not allowing me to finish my sentence. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea.” Jezza lifts her head, eyeballing me as if looks could, in fact, kill. 

“What is one kiss compared to everything you’ve been through? Look at you! Why, you’re barely covered, you’re bleeding heavily, and you stink a little.” I hadn’t meant to be offensive with the last comment but couldn’t help but to be honest.

“Please tell me you’re joking.” 

I’m not sure I understand what she’s implying as a joke. 

“I may stink and bleed and barely have any clothes on, but I’d rather be trapped in here than kiss the likes of you!” she shouts, her face contorting in a fit of rage.

I open up my mouth, then snap it shut. 

How am I supposed to respond to that? She rather starve, bleed, and be nude than kiss the likes of me? I remember a time where she couldn’t seem to get enough of my kisses, even if they were brief when we were between assignments. “So, what you’re saying is—” 

“What I’m saying is that I’d rather rot then kiss you,” Jezza states. My face flashes with a look of hurt as I glance away. “Fine. Then the deal is off.” 

“I figured you were going to pout,” Jezza mutters. 

I turn my gaze back to her and narrow my eyes. “I didn’t say I wasn’t going to take care of you. I was teasing about the other part.” 

“Excuse me for not wanting to play along,” she snaps back.

I sigh softly as I cross the room toward her, holding out my hands palms up. Jezza stares down at them as if waiting for something to happen. “Know that I will always care for you,” I mumble in a quiet voice. “Regardless of what transpired between us.” 

Jezza hesitates before placing her hands in mine. “You shouldn’t care for someone you stabbed in the back.” 

I don’t comment on her words. She spoke the truth, and damn it all, I’ll spend eternity trying to right the wrongs I’ve made to her. 

 


Chapter Ten: Jezza

Gabriel doesn’t meet my eyes as he loops the rest of the iron chains out of their designated slot along my wrists, and then it’s merely just my hands that are still bound as he gestures for me to walk out of the prison room. I have to blink several times to allow my eyes to adjust from seeing everything white to a splash of color out in the hallway. “At the corner, take a left.” His voice is husky as if he’s speaking directly into my ear, his breath fanning the back of my neck. I suppress the urge to shiver. 

“You sound like a GPS,” I mutter. It’s better if I remain snarky and distant. I can’t fathom the idea of possibly craving to be close to him. Not after centuries of my living Hell on Earth. 

“I don’t care to begin to understand what that is,” Gabriel says as he steps around me to push open the door. I glance around the quarters. A guest bedroom. A single bed tucked away into the right corner, a chest at the end of the bed, and a little door off to the left that must be a closet or a bathroom. “Bathroom is that door off to your left.” 

My eyes stray from the bathroom door to the bed. 

If this were us centuries ago, he’d throw me across the bed and have his wicked way with me. Embrace me, kiss every inch of my body, and cocoon me with his wings while I do the same to him. 

I swallow hard, feeling tears burn at the corner of my eyes, yet I blink them away furiously. 

“Perhaps you need help with your bath? That’s something I could assist with, you know,” Gabriel says. 

My gaze moves away from the bed. He’s standing between both doors as if to somehow stop me from leaving. 

Even if I did leave, I have no one that can break these cuffs around my wrists. It’d be futile to try and escape right now. But if I plan to leave, then I need to get him to trust me. He betrayed my trust and broke my heart a long time ago. It seems only fitting that I break his in return. 

My cheeks burn with his teasing comment. “Keep talking like that, and I’ll wash your mouth out with soap.” 

Gabriel arches a dark eyebrow when I glance over at him. There’s half a smile worming its way onto his lips, but he doesn’t say anything, just gestures toward the bathroom door. Rolling my eyes, I turn and open the door, walking into the bathroom. I glance at the mirror hanging above the sink as he wanders in behind me, leaving the door open. 

It’s a small bathroom, big enough for one person, but it feels claustrophobic for two people. 

He moves to the walk-in shower and twists the knob. Water sprays from the showerhead, and he pulls the curtain into place. Gabriel then takes a seat on the toilet, watching me. A scowl is on my face when I say to him, “I don’t need a babysitter.” He’s not wearing his Angelic robe. He’s got on a pair of black jeans and a plain white t-shirt that is fitted to his muscular chest and shows off his toned muscles. If anything, he looks dangerous despite being an Angel. 

“I’m not letting you out of my sight,” Gabriel muses, folding his arms, and the action makes his biceps bulge a little. 

I swallow hard, turning my gaze back to the mirror. Steam is already fogging the glass. “Fine then.” It’s odd how he’s the one making teasing remarks about being together, yet I’m the Fallen Angel and it should be me making the seductive notions toward him. My gaze moves to my wrists briefly, and then I hold up my arms to him. “I can’t shower with these on.”

The more I stare at these stupid cuffs, the more I regret trying to kill Stanley. If I hadn’t tried to kill Stanley, whose Guardian Angel wasn’t around, then maybe I could’ve avoided getting captured altogether. Instead, I have to worry about getting away from Gabriel and dealing with these unbidden emotions swirling around in my head and in my heart. 

He continues studying me intensely. If I weren’t used to it, I’d find his staring creepy. Yet it’s making me feeling the exact opposite. I want him to stare, to lust after me, to remind him of what was and could’ve been. After all, he’s the reason I fell in the first place. “You’ll have to make do.” 

My eyes narrow slightly. “You know I can’t do anything with these on,” I snap. 

He simply lifts his shoulders in a shrug as his answer. 

I scowl before turning away from him. With my back to Gabriel, I look down at my torn clothes. If he wants a war, I’ll give him something to battle about. 

Grabbing the hem of my blouse, I rip it down the middle, then give it a firm tug. The fabric tears off my shoulders and leaves me standing in my lacy white bra and black dress pants. The pants are the next to be ripped. Now I’m standing in merely my bra and a white thong to match. 

I can feel Gabriel watching me, and as I glance over my shoulder, I realize exactly what he’s staring at. My ass, of all things. I twirl around to face him, noticing how his Adam’s apple bobs several times. He’s nervous, judging by the way his posture stiffens and how he’s scarcely breathing. 

A smile curves my lips. His eyes are taking in every inch of me as if I’m going to suddenly vanish into thin air. I love having this type of power over him; I always have. Even if it meant our destruction later on. Giving him my purity is the one thing I’ve always regretted. He broke my heart in the end, and it’s something I’ll never be able to forgive him for. 

“See something you like?” I ask, arching an eyebrow down at him. 

His dark eyes meet my own. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.” 

My eyes narrow slightly. He’s playing with fire, and if he’s not careful, he’ll get burned. “Then I guess you won’t mind if I take a shower alone now?” 

Gabriel gives me a pointed look. “I’m not getting in the shower with you, Jezza.” 

“I wasn’t asking you to. I just would rather be alone in the bathroom without a babysitter.” 

He stands, and I back away a couple steps. Gabriel’s arms drop to his sides, but he lingers, still in my personal bubble. 

A few centuries ago, we would’ve locked lips and made passionate love under the hot water. Now, we just stare each other down like we’re on opposing ends of a battlefield. We’re enemies now, regardless of our tortured past. We’ll never be able to be together, not as Angels and not as Fallen. We’re doomed just like in that stupid play from Shakespeare. 

Gabriel leans down so that his face is mere inches away from mine. “No matter what you do, I’ll always be watching.” 

Goosebumps trail down my arms as he moves away and heads to the door. I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until he shuts the door and leaves me alone in the bathroom. I shiver now that I’m very much alone and finish stripping down before getting into the shower. Sliding the curtain in place, I stand under the hot water for a long time. My muscles relax as the water traces across my dirty skin and goes down the drain along with my blood. 

I tilt my head, closing my eyes. I imagine what it would be like if things were different for us. Gabriel shedding his own clothes and pulling me into the shower, us giggling like teenagers as we spend a glorious afternoon in the water. 

But when I open my eyes, tears are trailing down my cheeks. My wings are broken, my body battered and beaten, and I’m very much alone in the bathroom. I bow my head and cry silently.  

I’m doomed to forever be alone. This is my punishment. 

 


Chapter Eleven: Gabriel

While Jezza showers, I sneak back into the bathroom to retrieve her tattered clothes. My eyes stray to the closed curtain, and I swear I can hear her crying. My grip tightens on the clothes as I turn and move back out, shutting the door as quietly as I can. I drop the clothes into the wastebasket in the guest room, then move to sit on the bed. 

I put my head in my hands. The scars outlining Jezebel’s back are all I can picture. I hate that they’re part of her now, and I hate that I’m the one who put her through all that pain and suffering. Maybe I am the monster she sees me to be, and maybe I do believe her in thinking that. 

It’s all my fault. I should’ve put a stop to our relationship before it began. 

Jezza turned my whole world upside down simply by being herself. I fell madly in love with her, and at the time of our blossoming romance, I’d been under the impression that she loved me too. My world was destroyed when I saw her flirting with an Angel by the name of Erik, touching his arm and laughing. 

I saw red and decided to put an end to our secret meetings. To the relationship that never should’ve transpired to begin with. So, I went and did the unthinkable, taking it to the Council of Seven. Jezza has been paying for my jealous mistake ever since. 

I’ll make it up to you. Somehow, someway. I promise, Jezza.

 


Chapter Twelve: Jezza

I don’t know how long I’m in the shower for before I feel a pair of calculating eyes watching me. Craning my head to the right and then to the left, I spy red eyes outlined against the porcelain tub. I swallow hard, my face going pale. “Get out,” I hiss at Lucifer. I don’t know what he wants, nor do I care. I can’t seem to get rid of the Devil. 

“Is that any way to treat your future king?” Lucifer sneers, his face coming into focus. 

“Go to Hell.” 

“Already been there. It’s quite unbearably hot and so very lonely.” He steps so that we’re only a few feet away in the small space of the shower stall. Lucifer’s eyes roam over my body, and I suddenly feel very self-conscious. My hands immediately try to cover my assets. 

“Poor you. Serves you right for trying to take what didn’t belong to you.” 

Lucifer’s red eyes narrow a fraction. “Just as you tried to take Gabriel’s love, and look where you are now.” 

I glance away for a brief second. “It doesn’t matter what happens to me now. Get out before I call him.” 

Lucifer snorts when my gaze flickers back to his cruel face—straight white teeth, a thin crooked nose, a clean-shaven jawline, and slanted black soulless eyes. “Such a pity. You always were one of the best Angels I’ve ever had the pleasure of laying my eyes on.” He steps toward me, and I back up, my wings hitting the side of the tub. The curtain ruffles but otherwise remains in place. “Don’t you want to know why I’ve chosen you, little Fallen?” 

My chin lifts as I glare at him. Lucifer knows I’m curious, and the look is probably plastered across my face. But I remain quiet, staring him down. 

He gives me a twisted smile. “Jezebel, I have a proposition for you.” 

My eyebrows furrow. What can the Devil offer me? I voice the thought aloud. 

“I can assure you, something that would help benefit the both of us.” Lucifer lifts a hand, reaching out to caress my cheek. His sharp nails dig into my flesh, and I wince at the sting. I recoil at his touch, jerking my head back and nearly slamming it against the side of the tub. The water pours down over his head, yet he doesn’t appear bothered in the slightest. I wonder how long I have before Gabriel comes barging back in, or how soon I can wrap the shower head cord around Lucifer’s neck to keep him at bay. 

“And that would be?” I ask in a quiet voice. 

“Imagine of being able to fly again.” I hadn’t anticipated him moving closer, yet he’s now at the column of my throat, his other hand tracing his nails against the membrane of my wings. I try not to shudder at his intrusive touch. Our wings are sensitive, and him stroking them makes it feel more like an invasion of privacy. Something I don’t consent to. I shove at him, but all he does is move closer so that our bodies are pressed up against each other. “Being able to be more than just a mere Fallen awaiting her death sentence.” 

“Funny coming from the likes of you. I bet everyone’s dying to hear that joke,” I snap. 

Lucifer presses a slobbery kiss against my neck, and I shudder. I feel like I’m going to be sick at the way he’s touching me. And I’m powerless to stop him. The cuffs securing my wrists are seeing to my demise for sure. “And yet here we are. You’re chained to an Angel who’s going to do more than just break your heart.” 

My back stiffens as he pulls back to study me. “What do you mean?” 

Lucifer’s lips curl into another sneer. “Why else would an Angel capture a Fallen?” I know deep down what the reason could be, even if my heart begs me not to believe it. Lucifer voicing it aloud makes it all the more real. “Your Judgment Day awaits you, Jezebel.” 

I swallow hard, staring him in the face. 

His hands lower as he continues to smile. “Don’t worry, though. My proposition is better than what awaits you in the Heavenly Realm, everything you could ever want and more,” he says. I’m not stupid. Making deals with the Devil will cost you. I’ve seen Angels and mortals alike do it, and the end result is always the same—your entire existence is forever fractured. 

“What could you possibly want with me? I’m not different from any other Fallen.” 

Lucifer lowers his arms. “That’s where you’re very much mistaken, Jezebel. You are the one I’ve been waiting centuries for. Whom else do you think the mortal woman from the Holy Scripture is, hmm?” 

He’s not wrong. I’d been made into existence as an Angel after the mortal woman Jezebel from the Holy Scripture, a woman who’d become Queen— and tried to bring pagan worship to the kingdom of Israel, along with being a murderer and caused men to lose more than merely their virtue. The human Jezebel was made to become Lucifer’s other half, yet before the two could end up together, she’d been killed tragically. She was thrown from a high window, and her body had been devoured by dogs. I’d been created as a way to balance out the good and the bad. Yet something Lucifer is telling me is off-putting. “You think I’m her.” 

“I don’t have to think. I know,” he says. “You’ll always have a part of her in your essence, whether you be Angel or Fallen. You were made for me, Jezebel.” 

“My name isn’t Jezebel,” I snap at him. I hated my forsaken name. It’s why I prefer to be called Jezza, because I’m nothing like the mortal woman. At least, I never used to be. Now, I can’t be sure if I am slowly but surely turning into her. I already murdered so many humans on Earth and had seduced my way with the men. Am I more like the human Jezebel then I care to admit?

“Oh, believe me, it is. You’ve taken after you’re namesake. It’s high time you came home to where you belong.” 

“And where would that be?” My body trembles from head to toe. I don’t like where this is going and what he’s offering me. Everything in me is screaming to get Gabriel to put an end to this nightmare. Yet I know deep down that Gabriel is going to take me to the Heavenly Realm—and whatever I decide, whatever happens, I’m going to end up dead anyway. 

Lucifer holds up his arms as if to embrace me, stepping forward. Water sprays his face, and he merely continues to blink his ruby red eyes at me. “Isn’t it obvious, my dear? With me, in Hell. You’d rule at my side as Queen Jezebel, just as you should have as a mortal thousands of years ago.” 

“You still think I’m her. I’m nothing like her.”

His eyes narrow. If I’m not careful, there are probably worse things he can do than just sending his snake Shadow pets after me. “You are her spitting image. Dark hair, violent gaze, snarky attitude, seductress of men. You are her in every way.” 

“Get out.” My voice comes out hoarse. I don’t have it in me to yell for help anymore. What Lucifer is suggesting is bigger than I thought possible. He wants me as his queen, and I don’t know if I’d rather die than be with him. 

“I’ll give you some time to reconsider.” His upper lip curls into a sneer once more. “After all, time is certainly no longer on your side. Choose wisely, my dear.” Lucifer steps back before holding out a hand. “To remind you of our time together, I’ll leave you with a present.” 

“What are you—?” I stop mid-sentence when I step forward and feel something cut into the bottom of my heel. A gasp of pain, and then blood is pouring from the wound. My head snaps up, but Lucifer is gone. Turning, I crank the knob to the shower off, shouting for Gabriel. 

“Jezza? What’s going on?” Gabriel asks as he bursts through the door. I shove the shower curtain away, holding up my foot. “What happened?” 

“I cut it,” I mumble. The pain is intense, but nothing that I haven’t endured before. 

“On what, thin air?” he asks, crouching down to inspect it. Gabriel holds it in his hands, twisting my leg gently to make sure it’s nothing serious. 

“I cut it on—” I turn back toward the bottom of the shower stall, but whatever had been there is gone. “The Shadow snakes must’ve gotten it,” I mumble, turning back to look down at him. He’s peering up at me, as if not quite believing what I’m saying. But then he sighs, glancing back down at my foot. 

“It’s pretty bad. You’ll need stitches. We should take you to the emergency room.” 

“The hospital? No fucking way am I setting foot in there!” I snap. “Look at me! How would I explain all these wounds?” I gesture to the cuts he still planned on attending to. 

Gabriel gives me a pointed look. “You could get an infection and possibly lose your foot, Jez.” 

“I’m going to lose more than just my foot here soon anyway!” I shout. 

He immediately looks away. “How long have you known?” 

“I may be a Fallen, but I’m not stupid, Gabe. I know where you’re taking me.” My hands clench into fists. “And you’ve got another thing coming if you think I’m going with you.” 

“Jezza—” 

“Don’t. Just don’t.” I pull my foot out of his grasp, then hobble around him and out of the bathroom. He trails after me but remains quiet. I spy a familiar gown that all Fallen wear when they’re heading to Judgment Day—plain black with a red rose vine curled around a fractured heart symbol that’s streaked across the shoulder blades, indicating that more than just our wings will be cut on Judgment Day. When we lose our wings completely, that’s when our existence is no more. “If there were a way to stop this from happening,” Gabriel’s soft voice says, “I would take it in a heartbeat to know you’re safe.” 

“Then you should’ve thought of that before screwing me over.” I say, reaching for the gown.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Accepting the deal Lucifer offered me is saying I’ll dance with the Devil. Sure, it might not be the greatest decision, but it’ll ensure that I still get to live. 

I stare down at the gown I’m wearing. It comes down to my ankles, but I can still see where blood pours from my heel. The wound isn’t healing, even without the chains on my wrists. Gabriel saw no point in leaving the iron cuffs on, so he took them off before excusing himself to make what he considers a necessary call. But I know who he’s calling—his brother, Michael.

My hands clench into fists. I don’t care what Gabriel or anyone else says … I know where I’m going to end up, and I’m terrified I’ll become a speck of dust in the universe and no one is going to remember that I even existed. To mortals, I’ll be a horrifying story for them to tell their little ones all safe and tucked away in bed. To the Fallen, I’ll be a distant memory. And to the Angels, my existence will only be a reminder of what awaits those who fall from grace. 

I turn my head to look out the small window beside the bed. The moon is nearly full, and I know it’s nearing midnight. Taking a deep breath, I stare out the window as I say in a low voice, “I’ve decided.”

Not even a minute later, Lucifer appears, and he’s clapping his hands in apparent glee. I press my lips together as I stare at him. “My, my. You could be a little more excited. After all, you’re going to your eternal domain.” 

“It’s never going to be mine. Let’s make that perfectly clear,” I say, moving to stand. 

He waves a hand. “Whatever you decide, my dear. Now then, are you ready, or do you need a second to pack your things?” 

He’s taunting me, but I couldn’t care less. “The sooner we leave here, the better.” My gaze flits to the closed door. Any second now, Gabriel is going to walk through that door and know we’re up to something.

“Very well.” Lucifer holds out his hands. I stare down at them as if expecting them to burst into flames. “Let’s be away from this prison and head to your new home.” 

I don’t hesitate to place my hands in his. My eyes shut, and a single tear rolls down my cheek as I feel a cold, sinister presence envelope me. Then I feel no more. 

 


Chapter Thirteen: Gabriel

“This better be important.” Michael sounds as excited as ever to speak with me. In fact, I’m beginning to doubt the sincerity of us being considered brothers in every single aspect of our daily lives. “I’ve got recruits to train.” 

“I need more time,” I blurt, my hand grips the phone. 

Michael is quiet for a moment. “Explain.” His voice is gruff, green eyes narrowed, and his lips are turned down.

“Jezza’s injured. I need to take her to the hospital and—” 

“You’re stalling the Judgment Day process for a wound that should be healing any second now? Gabriel, how daft you’re becoming in the mortal realm.” Michael tsks me as he continues. “You can’t be serious. We’ve more important things to worry about than whether the traitor is injured.” 

I try to take several deep breaths, but all I can feel is anger welling up in my chest and my blood boiling in my veins. Michael never could understand the possibility of being nice, not when he spent most of his days in the throne room, training recruits, or out on the battlefield. An injured Fallen doesn’t stir compassion that he lacks. “Please, brother…” 

“Gabriel.” Michael sighs loudly. “I don’t know why you bothered to handle this assignment when you’re shirking your duties.” 

“I’m not shirking my duties—” 

“But you most certainly are,” Michael counters. “All you’ve done in the past few days has been eyeballing and tending to a Fallen that deceived you. The sooner you come to accept that it’s for the greater good, the faster you can go back to doing what you do best.” 

My jaw clenches for a brief moment. “Delivering missives isn’t what’s best for me.” 

“The Creator didn’t make you a Messenger Angel out of sheer boredom, Gabe. He gave you a purpose. And you dishonoring His will is downright unimaginable.” Michael stops speaking for a moment, then continues. “I expect the Fallen to be brought to the Heavenly Realm in three weeks when she’s due for the trial. Do not fail me, brother.” The line goes dead on Michael’s end. 

I stare at the phone in hand, my arm trembling slightly. I don’t know if I can do it … if I can give Jezza up to the Heavenly Realm. Not when I crave to be with her. I love her, and that was our mistake in the making. 

Sighing, I set the phone down on one of the bookshelves of my study that remained intact from my outburst the previous day and move back toward the guest room where I left Jezza. I stop in front of the door, reaching up to scrub a hand across the stubble along my jawline. I don’t even know how to begin to tell Jezza that we only have a few days left together before her impending doom. 

But I have to tell her. I can’t keep it in the shadows any longer. The soon I tell her, the better. I open the door, then stop in the doorway, my grip on the knob tightening. 

Standing with his back to the window is a man with black hair and a pair of bright red wings. Dark green eyes that look almost black stare across the room at me. His lips quirk into a half smirk. “Good to see you again, brother. Been a long time.” 

I tilt my chin, my jaw clenching. I haven’t seen the man before me in what my brother calls a long time. It’s been centuries. I don’t know what to expect from the man in front of me. The man arches a dark eyebrow at me. “Gabe, have you gone mute during my absence?” 

“No.” I clear my throat. “I’m just wondering why there’s a Demon present instead of the Fallen I imprisoned.” 

The man gives a slight shake of his head. “You never could beat around the bush. Always got straight to the point. I blame our brother for that.” 

“Stop talking in circles. Where is she?” 

“Gone like the wind. That’s actually not a bad movie, although a bit sappy for my tastes—” 

“Raphael.” 

Raphael throws his hands in the air in mock surrender. “All right, all right! She was gone when I arrived. Happy?”

I give my brother a pointed look. “Ecstatic.” I turn and head down the corridor.  

“Where are you going?” 

“I need to find Jezza.” My instantly reply has Raphael’s footsteps stopping behind me. 

“You won’t find her so easily. She’s been chosen.”

I stop halfway into my study, glancing over my shoulder at my younger brother. “Chosen by what?” 

“By Lucifer. Gabe, Jezebel’s in Hell now.” 

I have to blink several times. He can’t be serious. Jezza … in Hell? 

Raphael’s gaze stares straight at me. Raphael’s been known to give half-truths all the time; however, when he speaks the absolute truth, his gaze never wavers. 

“Why would she be there? She’s no purpose in being in a place like that.” 

“I’m not the one you should be asking,” Raphael says, stuffing his hands into his leather jacket pockets. His wings fold behind him and sink into his shoulders. Suddenly, he looks like a regular man with dark green eyes and dark hair. A spitting image of a bad boy come to life, except with a minor detail to his profile—he’s a Demon. 

“Then why are you here at all?” I snap, turning fully to stare at my brother. “You can’t begin to tell me that you missed me. It’s been centuries since you’ve been here.” 

“You know why I can’t visit,” Raphael says in a quiet voice. “Believe this … It’s urgent that I tell you what’s going on in the pits.” 

“A barbeque I don’t know about?” 

Raphael throws back his head and laughs. “She really got under your skin, didn’t she?” He shakes his head several times, but the smile is wiped clean off his face. Now he looks about as serious as I feel inside and out. “Gabe, he’s trying to bring about the Rapture.” 

I feel the color drain from my face. “No.” I back into my study, or what remains of it from my tantrum. “Not now. I haven’t received the scrolls.” No Angel has been able to lay hands or eyes on the scrolls tucked away in a secluded part of the Heavenly Realm. The scrolls are for the day when the Four Horsemen, four very powerful Angels, will come and destroy the world and set Lucifer free. 

“That’s why I’m here,” Raphael says, his eyes glimmering with anger. “He’s trying to find a loophole. He thinks by having a queen at his side, he can wage war against us and the Creator. And that he might stand a chance to win.” 

I scoff. “He will never win against the Creator.”

“He’s stubborn and won’t admit defeat. You know how he is.” 

Don’t we all. Lucifer has tried for eons to overthrow the Creator, God Almighty. Yet he was never victorious and never will be. 

“Why didn’t you tell Michael? What’s this to do with Jezza?” I ask, my eyebrows furrowing as Raphael moves to stand in the doorway. 

Raphael’s gaze flickers around the private study, his eyes straying over the broken desk and chair as he answers. “He thinks Jezza is the key to the Creator’s undoing.” 

“How? She’s only ever been an Angel,” I argue. 

Raphael shakes his head. “Jezza was created as a balance between good and evil. Who was her evil counterpart?” 

I frown but turn away to look at the bookshelves lining the walls. My fingers tap against my thigh as I try to think of a way to deny my brother’s words. Yet I keep coming up empty. “Jezza would never become his queen.” 

“She would if she were desperate enough,” Raphael says in a low, quiet voice. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Jezza is there right now.” I turn to study my brother. Raphael has a sour look on his face, his lips puckered as if he had ate a lemon.

It feels like a hand is wrapped around my heart when I see the expression on my brother’s face. “What happened to her, Raphael?” 

“She married the Devil.” 

 


Chapter Fourteen: Jezza

“You did splendidly, my dear.” Hands with long, black, decaying fingernails dig into my shoulders. My gaze meets Lucifer’s through the mirror. I’m sitting in a chair, visibly still shaken to the core and sore in places I never thought possible. Lucifer bows his head to press a sloppy kiss to my neck. I shudder, and he pulls back, tucking a dark strand of hair behind my ear. He thinks I’m shivering because of what transpired only several minutes ago, but I’m ready to bolt like a newborn calf. I want to get away from him so badly. I had no idea what I was agreeing to earlier. “Now then. I must be away. But you’ll be ready for round two tonight, won’t you?” 

I swallow the bile rising to my throat, continuing to stare into his red gaze. “Yes.” I’m surprised my voice doesn’t come out shaky. I’m trembling on the inside, and once he leaves, I might break down and cry in the solitude that is now my life. 

“I knew I made the right choice.” Lucifer grins, his hands leaving my shoulders, and he steps away from me. Shadows engulf his body, and he vanishes without a trace. 

My shoulders sag, and I stare at my disheveled appearance. Hair bedraggled, eyes slightly deranged, lips and face bruised. No doubt I’ll have bruises and cuts everywhere later, but they’ll heal by tomorrow as if they never happened. 

Bowing my head, a few tears slip down my cheeks. My wings ruffle to cocoon me in what should’ve been warmth. Yet now they’re cold to the touch, offering no comfort or peace. They’re completely healed yet made of black feathers instead of the razor-sharp ones they used to be, serving as a reminder of what I’ve become. 

Queen of Hell. 

I gave up everything to become Lucifer’s queen. My freedom, my trial, even my life. Whatever little I had left to offer as a Fallen Angel, I gave it to the Devil.

Sobs wrack my body as I shove away from the table with the three-way mirror. The chair falls onto its back as I stand and wrap my arms around myself. The pain is unbearable in more ways than one. 

“Gabriel …” I say in a quiet voice. More tears fall, and I can’t stop my body from shaking. “I wish …” My eyes close as I turn away from the mirror, disgusted by my naked reflection. I don’t have the courage to say the words out loud. I don’t need anyone to think that Hell’s queen is a weak, lovesick fool. 

I wish it was you I married.

 


Chapter Fifteen: Gabriel

“Are you certain she married him?” I ask as we stand outside the private ranch home I’d acquired for Jezza’s capture.

Raphael gives me a sideways glance. “Why would I make this up?” 

“You prefer trickery than truth,” I say, looking at Raphael with narrowed eyes. 

Raphael sighs, his head tilting to the skies. “I don’t tell you how to do your job. Don’t pester me on how to do mine. My job is dangerous, Gabe. I can’t pretend to be anything but what I am.”

I look behind Raphael to his brightly colored wings. The only Angel in existence to own such an exquisite pair of bloodred wings, he acquired them before Earth had even been created. Raphael’s mission was kept secret from all save the Council of Seven and his two brothers. One of the downsides is that he is unable to enter the Heavenly Realm, but leaving had been his choice, just as it had been for the other Angels who fell after Lucifer did so long ago.

“You could always come home.” I say in a low voice. My own wings unfurl from my shoulders. We stand in the middle of the driveway, both beacons of light to the human eye. But to the supernatural, we’re an Angel and a Demon conversing as if discussing the weather. “You’re not forced to work there.” 

Raphael turns fully to face me. “That’s not an option. I’m bound by my duty to make sure he doesn’t try anything. And right now, he’s trying to find that damn loophole.” 

“There is no loophole.” Both of us look up when we hear a male voice, and a beacon of light shimmers down before landing in front of us. Michael has one hand on the hilt of his sword, staring Raphael down as if expecting some sort of battle. 

Raphael merely gives our eldest brother an odd look. “You act as if I’m going to try and hurt you. How low do you think of me, brother?” 

“We stopped being brothers the day you decided to fall with the likes of him,” Michael says with a deadpanned expression. 

Raphael frowns, glancing at me. I remain silent, and Raphael sighs heavily. “To each their own, I suppose.” Raphael looks beyond Michael to where two newly recruited Angels had followed after him. “And who are these newbies?” 

I can feel Michael regarding me warily with his piercing green eyes. My hands have clenched into fists at the sight of the two Angels behind my brother. “Angelica and Erik. They’re tasked with following me around today.” Michael turns back to Raphael. “Now, what’s this about a loophole?” 

“He’s trying to bring about the Rapture. Thinks he can cheat the system.” Raphael declares, glancing at the corner of his eye to where I stand rigid and nearly on the verge of shaking with rage. “Right, Gabe?” 

I blink several times, inclining my head. I can’t seem to stop staring at Erik. Especially with how long it’s been since I witnessed Erik and Jezza flirting centuries ago. 

Michael must notice the tension in the atmosphere because he’s glancing over his shoulder at the two Angels. “Go ahead and do your daily tasks. I’ll be along momentarily.” 

Angelica is the one that hesitates, her blue eyes glancing to all the other older Angels. “But—” 

“Ange, c’mon.” Erik says, nudging her away from the group. 

When the Angels are out of earshot, Michael turned back to me and Raphael. “You best spit it out,” he tells us. “And if this is a way to stop the Fallen from facing her trial—” 

“It’s not,” I say in a low voice. “Believe us, this is something we’re all dreading. This is bigger than Jezza’s trial.” 

Michael glances from me to Raphael. “Then speak quickly.” 

Raphael lets out a heavy sigh, his shoulders drooping slightly. “There’s been talk in the pits. The others are getting antsy. He promised them far too much at the wrong time.” 

“What’s he planning?” Michael questions. 

“He plans to overthrow the Creator.” Raphael’s voice has gone low and quiet. If word were to spread that he had spoken of Lucifer’s plans, he could very well kiss his existence goodbye. 

Michael scowls. “How does he plan on achieving such an impossible task?” 

“With Jezza’s help,” I say, my voice comes out a little shaky. “He took her, Michael. He’s using her as a pawn in his twisted game.” 

Michael frowns. “I don’t understand. What’s a Fallen to do with this?” 

Raphael gives our brother a pointed look. “Let the wheels turn in your mind, brother. With her at his side, he can rise up against the Creator and start the Great Battle.” 

“He needs the scrolls … unless?” Michael darts a look over at me, and I shake my head. 

“The scrolls weren’t delivered.” 

Michael turns and begins to pace, his wings dragging on the ground behind him. “This is absurd. Impossible even!” He reaches up to run a hand through his overgrown light brown hair. “That Fallen isn’t even a mortal. How does he expect to win a battle that he’ll lose?” 

Raphael is the one that answers Michael’s question. “She offered herself in exchange for becoming his queen and being set free from the chains that bind her.” 

Michael stops pacing, his back going rigid. “I don’t know whether to laugh or cry,” he says in a quiet voice. When he turns, his eyes are bright with anger. “We’ve a battle to prepare for, then. He won’t make it far.” 

“What about Jezza?” I ask. 

Michael waves a hand. “Forget about her. She’s lost to us. I need to go. Raphael, stall as long as you can.” A beacon of light outlines his body before he disappears. 

I shake an angry fist in the air at Michael’s disappearance. “I’m not leaving her!” Then I turn to glare at Raphael. “I’m not leaving her down there. She’ll fall apart.” 

“Gabe, maybe Michael is right—” 

“Not you too!” I snap, and Raphael falls quiet, clenching his jaw. “It’s bad enough about what happened centuries ago. I’m not abandoning her again.” 

Raphael gives me a knowing look. “You love her, don’t you?” 

I wait a beat, then nod. “I do.” 

“Even if it means you can never be together?” Raphael asks in a quiet voice. 

“That doesn’t matter. As long as she’s safe and alive.” 

Raphael gives me a weak smile. “Then I have a plan to get her out.” 

 


Chapter Sixteen: Jezza

The throne room is lit with wooden torches lining the stone walls. There’s an unbearable heat lingering in the air, which is stale and muggy as if I were in the jungle. The floor is entirely made of white marble that has red stains in certain spots throughout the room. I can only guess that those stains are mortals’ blood. 

I sit ramrod straight in a chair made entirely of skulls, the bones making it uncomfortable to sit for very long. But I’ve no choice in the matter. I’m trapped in the throne room, watching as groups of mortals shuffle in with chained wrists and ankles, pleading their cases. I can feel each one’s anguish, their pain and misery. I can feel everything they feel, and I can’t imagine going through this each and every day for the rest of my existence. 

For the last three days, I’ve been tasked with doling out the mortals’ punishments based on their sins they made on Earth. The Demons of each of the seven pits wait for a group of mortals to join their corner of the throne room before disappearing. I hate doing this. Sure, I might’ve enjoyed watching the light from the mortals’ eyes go dark, but doling out their punishments for eternity isn’t something I’ve ever wanted to do. 

“My queen.” I turn my head to glance at a scaly green Demon with black wings, a brother lost to the demonic world long before I existed. Stamped across the Demon’s forehead is the word “greed.” Each Demon goes by their sin name, no longer having any need for their given Angelic name. Greed gestures to several mortals in the new group cowering before me. “Some of these men have sinned to get money. Might I take them and show them their punishment?” 

“No way! I want to do it,” another Demon shouts, stepping forward. Her wings are a deep auburn red, and her eyes are black. “Lust” is stamped across her forehead. “Some of these men did human trafficking and sold children at auctions. They deserve to go with me.” 

Greed and Lust are both addressing me, waiting for final approval. I swallow hard, my eyes darting across the mortals in a feverish matter. I don’t want to send anybody to the pits, but Lucifer is MIA, so I’m left to the task. 

“Uh—” I glance at several men; their fashionable clothing even as mortals gives them away. “They go to both,” I blurt out. Both Demons stare at me as if not understanding. “It’s true that they chose greed over everything in life, but most of these men had child pornography in their collections, both in photos and in person.” My face pales just thinking about what those poor children had to go through. I may have been a Fallen, but I still have a heart. 

Lust steps forward, her upper lip curling back. “They can only go to one or the other … my queen.” Her hiss doesn’t go unnoticed. But I’ve come to the realization that many of the Demons don’t want me as their Queen of Hell. I can wear a skimpy red dress and showcase an iron crown atop my head, but that doesn’t mean I’m truly the ruler of the underworld. I’m wearing the red skimpy dress and iron crown. The dress barely covers my body, leaving little to the imagination. I feel tempted to just throw it off with how sweltering it is down here.

I glance around the room at the Demons lurking in the corners, trying to think of a solution that’ll get this Demon girl off my back. 

Lust, Greed, Gluttony, Sloth, Wrath, Envy, and Pride. 

All seven Demons of their secluded pits, all waiting for me to determine the fates of the mortals. My stomach somersaults in my chest. I don’t want to choose, but I know I have too. “They lacked most of the attributes of the usual sins. Instead, they opted for greed and desire, letting the two intermingle. Thus, they go to Greed.”

Greed steps forward, his skin positively glowing with being in charge of taking the mortals to his pit. He bows low in front of the pedestal where I sit on the throne chair. His gaze is on me after he bows. “I will not fail you, my queen.” 

Lust scowls but steps back, folding her arms as she  moves back to her respective corner.

Greed soon disappears with the mortals, whose screams can be heard as they leave the throne room. I try not to shiver with six of the seven Demons eyeballing me, probably waiting to see if I’ll crack under their intense stares. 

I tilt my head, trying to appear regal, but I feel ridiculous. My wings feel cool against my backside, but I startle every time I turn my head to glance back at them. I’m used to them looking ugly and torn to shreds, not completely healed, and having black feathers like a raven. 

A side door off to my right pushes open, and I watch as a servant girl scrambles into the room to stand in front of me. She drops to her knees. “My queen, it is time for you to retire. My king sends his fondest regards.”

I don’t bother to glance around as I stand, stretching out my wings. I flap them twice before landing behind Anais. The sensation of flying feels glorious, but my heart doesn’t seem to be in it. How can I love flying when I’m chained to spend the rest of my life in a place like this? Anais follows me as we head out of the throne room. When she shuts the door, we’re encased in darkness. A soft sigh escapes me as we head to the end of the tunnel, which leads to Lucifer’s private chambers … that are now mine as well. “Thank you, Anais.” 

“For what, my queen?” Anais asks, her voice low and demure. 

“For getting me out of there. I feel sick every time I have to feel what those mortals felt,” I answer, staring straight ahead. There’s a red light at the end of the tunnel, and even though I desperately want to get away from that haunting red glow, I don’t have much of a choice. “Is there …?” I trail off, trying to muster up the courage. The past several days, Anais has been a constant companion, whether she wants to admit it or not. She’s kind, and I can’t imagine why she’s in a place like this. “Is there any way to leave this place?” 

Anais is quiet as we stop outside the chamber door, and I turn to look at her, cocking my head, waiting for a response. “If there were, I would have found it by now.” Her shoulders are slumped forward in defeat. 

“Can I ask you something?” I gesture for her to follow me into the chamber. Once she does, I close it behind her. Anais’s back is to me as I ask, “What did you do to end up in a place like this? I mean, you’re too nice and innocent to be here.” I expect Anais to answer, but when she merely steps to the side, my question is forgotten. Lounging on the large four-poster bed with red silk sheets is none other than Raphael. “What are you doing here?” 

Raphael smirks, stretching out his blood-red wings. Last time I saw this Demon was centuries ago when he’d been battling his brothers. “I can’t enjoy my queen’s satin sheets?” I give him a pointed look. He sighs and stands, rolling his shoulders. “You take after my brother, I see. Very well. I had Anais fetch you.” 

“For what?” My gaze goes from the Demon to the servant girl. 

Raphael eyes me up and down as if approving of what he sees. I don’t want to even know why he summoned me. “I’m not sleeping with you,” I blurt out.

He throws back his head and laughs. “I don’t expect you to, Jezza. Believe me, you aren’t my type.” 

My eyebrow arches. “Then why am I here?” 

“I’ve been asking myself that very same question.” My back stiffens when I hear the answering voice. Whirling on my heels, I find a lesser-known Demon with his body propped against the doorway from the throne room tunnel entrance. “For the past few days, that’s all I can think about. That and if you were safe.” Black eyes stare intensely at me. 

I swallow hard as he studies me. “Gabe?” 

“No,” Raphael says, coming up from behind me. I wince when he places a hand on my shoulder. “This is Grunt. He’s the brunt and grunt from which mortals complain.” When I glance up at the Demon touching me, he sends me a wink. 

“I see.” If they want me to play along, then I will. “Well then, Grunt.” I move forward, and Raphael’s arm lowers from my shoulder. “What are you both doing here?” 

Grunt shakes his head. “No time to explain. We’ve got about a five minutes’ head start if the distraction pulls through.” 

My eyebrows furrow. “Distraction?” 

“Me,” Anais pipes up. 

I turn to look at her in surprise. “Anais? Why would you…?” 

“You asked me why I’m here.” She takes a deep breath, her eyes holding a look of sadness I saw in all the mortals. The regret and shame eating at their insides. “My ex-boyfriend. He abused me, and when I used self-defense, it was either be killed or kill him. I chose the latter and wound up here.” 

“But that’s—” I stop, shaking my head. “That’s ridiculous! Self-defense against someone that hurt you …” 

“That’s the problem, my queen,” Anais says in a low voice. “Sin is still sin. I murdered someone in cold blood. I couldn’t forgive them after they hurt not only me, but the child growing within.” 

My eyes stray to her flat stomach. “You were with child?” 

Anais nods, and when I look back up at her face, tears are streaming down her cheeks. “I volunteered to be the distraction. They can’t do anything worse to me that what my ex already did. Just promise me one thing …” She swallows hard, and I can tell she’s trying to keep it together. “Promise me one of you will find my baby and tell her I’m sorry.” She puts a fist to her mouth to stop the sobs. Demons prey on the weak, and if they find her crying, she’ll be doomed.

I can’t make the promise to her, and when I open my mouth to tell her as such, Grunt beats me to it. “I will.” If there’s one thing he’s good about, it’s his promises to mortals. After all, he delivered the first promise to mankind—the Messiah. It’s no surprise he’d be able to keep this small promise of affection of a mother just wanting to wish her daughter an apology. 

“I hate to ruin this little teary eyed reunion, but we need to leave. Now.” The urgency in Raphael’s voice has us moving into action. 

But I stop short, glancing at the Demons. “What exactly are we doing?” 

“Busting you out of here, love,” Raphael mumbles, moving to the main door of the private chambers. 

“I can’t go with you,” I say in a rush. 

Both glance at me as if I’ve gone delusional. “Why the fuck not?” Raphael snaps, his face glowering with rage. 

I don’t meet Grunt’s eyes as I say, “Because if I go back, then my trial awaits.” 

“So you’d rather be stuck down here than be free?” Raphael snorts. “That makes perfect sense.” He cracks open the door, poking his head out to look down the dark corridor both ways, before glancing over his shoulder. “Better talk to your girl, Grunt. Because soon as Anais runs screaming down this hallway, the countdown starts.” 

 


Chapter Seventeen: Gabriel

“Jez—” I clear my throat. “I mean … My queen …” My face goes pink at the thought. I hate pretending to be a lesser Demon, but Raphael told me it was the only way to get past the gates of Hell. So far, his plan is working, but how long until it fails? “I can’t begin to understand what you’re going through”—I stare at Jezza as she regards me—“but you can’t stay here. It’s dangerous.” 

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a child!” Jezza snaps, glaring at me. 

I swallow hard as Anais moves toward where Raphael stands guarding the abandoned hallway. I lower my voice, “Jez … please. If you come with us, I promise to right the wrongs I’ve done to you.” 

Jezza blinks in surprise. “You’ll tell the truth? It’s a little late for that.” 

“At the trial.” 

“Better make a decision … fast,” Raphael hisses under his breath. 

Jezza shakes her head then looks at me in all my lesser Demon glory. “Fine. But this doesn’t mean I forgive you.”

I nod. “I know.”  

“Anais?” Raphael gestures to the servant girl. “Darling, you’re up.” 

Anais takes a breath and steps out into the hallway. Then, she runs in the opposite direction of the chambers, her screams bouncing off the walls. 

“After you.” Raphael says, beckoning the others out of the chambers. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“Well, this could’ve gone a lot better,” Raphael says, sitting up and dusting off the grime from his otherwise bare shoulders. 

I send a glare to my brother, scowling as I help Jezza to her feet. “You couldn’t think of a less noticeable way to get her out? And now look. Here we are, trapped!” I snap. 

“Don’t blame him.” Jezza’s voice is a whisper as she reaches out to caress my shoulder. “At least he tried. Can’t say the same for your other brother.” 

I try to steady my anger, but I can’t believe our luck. We hadn’t gotten very far down the corridor when Demons met us at the end of a splitting hallway and arrested us. Raphael had gone willingly. He’d be all right in Lucifer’s books as his right-hand Demon man. But for Jezza and me? I didn’t know. 

Now, we’re all trapped in an underground dungeon in Lucifer’s palace with certainly no way out. The dungeons were built to keep Demons and Angels alike from leaving. I knew that the instant I tried to grasp the iron and my fingertips got burned off. 

“My, my, my. What have we here?” Materializing out of the shadows in front of the iron bars is none other than Lucifer. He eyes us with a puzzled frown. “My most trusted wingman, my wife, and …” His eyes narrow as he stares at me, then widen in surprise. “And what do you know, an Angel in the mix. Care to explain?” 

I drop the fabricated illusion even as Raphael hisses and hunkers away from the light emanating from me. Lucifer narrows his eyes but doesn’t cower. He has nothing to fear. Not when he’s the one who created fear itself. “Let the others go.” 

Lucifer arches an eyebrow. “Not exactly on the right side of the bars to be demanding such a favor, Angel.” 

“Gabriel—” Raphael hisses low enough for Lucifer not to hear. “Be careful where you tread.” 

Lucifer’s eyes stray from the Angel to Jezza. “And here I had such high hopes of you ruling at my side.” His upper lip curls back. “Ah well, I’ve had my fill of you.” 

Jezza’s face pales when I glance sideways at her. “What … What do you mean?” 

Lucifer leans forward to stare at her intensely. She doesn’t cower away, instead remaining rooted to the spot. “You can rot in here for all I care. I no longer have a use for you.” 

“But you promised—” 

Lucifer throws back his head and laughs. “Did you honestly think I’d keep a promise, let alone to anyone to the likes of you?” He shakes his head, still grinning like the devil he is. “I got what I wanted, and now the final battle is upon us.” His red eyes zero in on Raphael behind them. “We’ve got work to do.” Lucifer vanishes in a plume of black smoke shortly thereafter. 

I look over to my brother. “That’s it? He’s letting you off the hook? Just like that?” 

Raphael gives a weak smile. “Yes and no. He’ll punish me to make an example to all his other followers about what happens when you try to double-cross him.” He lifts his shoulders in a shrug. “But he needs me. I’m valuable to his cause.” 

“And she’s not?” I say angrily, gesturing to Jezza. 

“Gabe—” she starts. 

“She’ll die in here!” I shout, balling my fists. I go to swing at my brother, but Jezza reaches out to hold back my forearm. 

“Gabriel! Stop! This fighting isn’t going to get us anywhere!” she yells. 

“Listen to her, Gabe. She’s right.” Raphael holds up his hands. “I’m not going to fight you. Not here, not ever. You have to believe that.” 

“But Jezza … She’ll …” I shut my eyes, my anger slowly dissipating. My arm goes limp in Jezza’s hands. 

“Don’t worry.” Her voice is quiet as she strokes my forearm tenderly. “We’ll figure this out.” 

“Actually, you won’t.” I open my eyes to find Raphael on the other side of the bars. Another lesser Demon is standing beside him. Raphael’s eyes are bright with anger as he snatches the paper from the Demon to hold it up for them to see. “Gabriel, Messenger of the Angels, is hereby sentenced to death.”

My eyes widen. “He can’t do that … It goes against everything the Creator stands for!” 

Raphael balls up the paper and turns, shoving it down the Demon’s throat, who doesn’t even bat an eye at the pain or discomfort. He merely swallows the paper and raises the iron ring of keys in his hand. “He doesn’t make the rules here, Gabe. Lucy here does.” 

The padlock falls to the ground, and the cell door opens. I don’t move toward the door, instead turning to cup Jezza’s face. “Gabe … you can’t …” Tears stream down her cheeks. “I can’t lose you.” 

“Jezza, look at me.” Her eyes meet mine. “You have to let me go. The Heavenly Realm won’t let me die. I’m too important to them.” 

“Can’t you fight them?” she asks, searching my gaze for an answer. 

I give her a saddened look. “I’m not a warrior, Jez. I never have been.” I take a breath, my heart thunders in my chest. I’m going to lose more than just Jezza. I’m going to lose my very existence. “Promise me you’ll be strong.” My grip on her head tightens and causes her lips to part at the slight flicker of pain. “Promise me.”

“I—I promise.” 

I relax my grip, lowering my hands. “Good.” 

Raphael and the Demon are still waiting by the door as I turn to walk out. When the door slams shut and I glance over my shoulder, Jezza has her hands coiled around the iron bars. I can smell her flesh burning, but she’s too busy staring at me, mouthing three little words I never thought would pass her lips ever again. “I love you.” 

I nod and turn, leaving with the Demon. We don’t get very far down the dark corridor when there’s a second burst of light in front of us and someone shouts for me to duck. I do, and the Demon’s head goes flying, having been severed from his shoulders. I stand, glancing at the rolling head going down the hallway. 

Raphael is standing also, a sly smirk on his lips. “I told you I had a plan.” Then he backs away from his us, turns, and salutes before melting into the shadows. 

Michael lowers his sword, flames flickering vibrantly in all colors. He’s staring at me with a look of dismay and relief mixed into one. His green eyes look me up and down. “Unharmed?” I give a single nod. 

“Good, then let’s get out of here before something else happens.” Michael turns, a beacon of light having appeared from behind him. His shoulders roll as he pulls his wings tighter, preparing to take off once more. 

“We can’t leave her here,” I say. “I promised her.” 

“She deserves this fate, Gabriel. She chose to make this her bed and now must lie in it.” Michael advances toward the light. 

“Michael, I’ve never asked you for anything. Not even to save me. But please.” Michael stops to look at me. “Please save her.” 

He glances over my shoulder, a permanent scowl on his face. Michael is the warrior out of the three of us. I’ve no reason to beg, but at the same time, I have every right too. Michael sighs, gesturing for me to go back and get Jezza. “Hurry up, then.” 

I give my brother a heartwarming smile before turning to hurry back down the way I came. 

 


Chapter Eighteen: Jezza

“Gabriel.” My mouth gapes open as I watch Gabriel move quickly back down the corridor toward me. “You’re alive!” My heart was shattering into pieces when I thought of his impending death. My happiness is short lived when I spy our rescuer, none other than Michael. 

“Lend me your sword,” Gabriel says, and Michael gives it up without a word, pursing his lips in obvious disgust. He’s never cared for me, not since I was created in the sole purpose of being the good against the evil mortal that was Jezebel. 

Gabriel lifts the sword and smashes the hilt against the iron padlock. It busts free and falls to the ground, and I shove open the cell door. He sweeps me into his embrace, hugging my body close to his. I let out a soft sigh. I haven’t been held by him in so long … It feels like coming home for the first time. 

Michael clears his throat, and I’m the first to break away, unable to meet Gabriel’s gaze. I didn’t mean to mouth the words to him as he was being led away; I just couldn’t help it. He had to know I love him before his demise—and now that he’s still alive, I feel embarrassed and a tad bit uncomfortable.

A beacon of light shines just beyond Michael, and Gabriel offers back the sword, which he tucks away at his hip, where the flaming sword belongs. Michael gestures for us to follow him. I glance at Gabriel warily. “How many days have passed?” 

“Four,” Michael answers before disappearing into the light. 

I swallow hard, and my body betrays me by trembling. “Gabe—” 

“I know” is his curt reply. “I wish there was some other way.” 

My eyes meet his. “Tell me this, before we never get the chance to speak again.” Gabriel waits for me to continue. I have to take several breaths before asking in a quiet voice as we step toward the beacon of light. It bathes the area in a soft ethereal glow, looking out of place in Lucifer’s dungeon of Hell. “Why did you betray me?” 

Gabriel turns his head to stare at the light, his black eyes taking in the scene before him. “After we confessed our love for one another, I went to you the following day and found you flirting with Erik.” 

My eyes widen as I stare at him. “I wasn’t flirting with him.” I’m rendered speechless for a second, trying to formulate a good enough response. “Erik made an impossibly hilarious joke that he’d learned from one of the mortals.” I’d been laughing with him, not flirting. 

“You touched his arm.” His voice grows soft, and his eyes harden when he glances at me. My heart aches in my chest at the look. “You smiled at him as if he were your whole world.” Gabriel turns his head again, a shadow of pain across his face. “And it broke me.” 

My mouth parts in absolute shock. “You misunderstood and assumed I would betray your love?” I ask in dawning realization. A bubble of laughter escapes before I can stop it. “You were jealous because I smiled at another Angel?” I can’t seem to stop laughing, gasping in air as I go along, tears burning at the corner of my eyes. I can’t tell if they’re heartbreaking tears or tears from laughing so hard. 

Gabriel is quiet as the light draws closer, nearly to where our feet touch the ground. He clears his throat several times, and I have to wipe the back of my hand across my eyes to clear the waterworks. He mutters low under his breath, “I was. It’s no excuse to feel such petty emotions now.” 

I feel my blood beginning to boil. “You think love is a petty emotion?” I snap. 

He turns to look at me, his eyes reflecting his pain. I hardly recognize the broken Angel before me. “No. Jealousy. I had no reason to assume the worst, because your love was true. Is true.” Gabriel takes a shuddering breath before adding, “I found out too little to late.” 

“Centuries too late.” My jaw clenches as my hands ball into fists. “You abandoned me. You betrayed my trust and shattered my heart.” My voice is thick with emotion. I’m on the verge of tears all over again. I can feel my throat closing up. “I can’t ever forgive you for doing this to me. To us.” 

Gabriel tilts his head as he steps forward. He doesn’t say anything as the light engulfs him; then a beat later, I’m following him back to the Heavenly Realm, a place I never thought I’d be able to see again. 

 


Chapter Nineteen: Gabriel

The courtroom in the Heavenly Realm is similar to those on Earth. Two rows of tables and chairs in the center aisle, one being for the accused and the other for the accuser. Angels of all stations line either side of the courtroom in the stands, seated as the jury. The Council of Seven are at the head of the courtroom, their Angelic wings tucked behind them where they sit, their faces as expressionless as statues in a garden. 

I stand on the accuser side, making my hands into fists below the small podium set before me. And on the opposing side, Jezebel stands as the only Fallen Angel accused. 

A mallet is pounded twice before one of the Council of Seven speaks in a clear, pristine angelic voice. “The trial for Fallen Angel Jezebel will now commence.”

I don’t dare look over at Jezza, even if my heart begs me to. I can imagine her, though, with her spine straight, her back rigid, shoulders tensed, and a scowl across her face. 

“The courtroom asks Messenger Angel Gabriel to the stand.” 

I take a breath, step around the podium, and move to the center of the room. I turn on my heels to face the jury and Jezza. As expected, she’s got her signature scowl on, but her eyes take in my every movement. 

“Tell us, Gabriel, how and why Jezebel became a Fallen,” one of the Seven says, banging the gavel. 

I jump a little at the sound, swallowing hard. My eyes rake over the multiple Angels in the large courtroom. Some eye me curiously, while others glance at Jezza with a look of pure disgust. Then I tilt my head, staring to the closed doors beyond Jezza, and begin to speak. 

“Jezebel and I had always been friends,” I start, my eyes zeroing in on the doors to keep myself in check. I must appear as if withdrawn from the Fallen standing on the accusing side. “We went on several assignments together, and eventually, our friendship blossomed into love—” 

“A forbidden love?” one of the Seven interrupts. 

I flicker my gaze briefly to Jezza before replying, “Yes.” 

The Angels whisper in hushed tones. Love is forbidden among Angels, as they ought to be devoted to their Creator. By loving someone other than the Almighty One, they disobeyed Him in one of the worst ways imaginable. 

“We didn’t mean for it to happen,” I continue, and the rest of the Angels fall silent. “I noticed her in a new light, the way she noticed me.” My eyes still focus on Jezza, whose facial expression has softened slightly. “After we confessed our love for each other, we met in secret. A few stolen kisses, embraces—anything we could do to remain true to each other and to our Creator.” 

“Yet you personally told us of Jezebel’s deceiving ways. Care to elaborate on that?” 

Jezebel’s face goes hard, and she looks away immediately. I clear my throat, unable to take my eyes off of her. “The day after we professed our love, I caught what I had thought to be Jezebel flirting with another Angel. But I was wrong.” Her face turns back to glance at me warily as I continue. “Jealousy clouded my judgment, and I felt betrayed. So, I made the Council aware of her deception, thus resulting in Jezebel’s fall.” I turn around to face the Council of Seven once more. “That is the truth.” Then I back away from them, moving behind my podium once more. 

The Council of Seven are quiet as they observe both Jezebel and me. Then the mallet hits once to call for order in the courtroom. Without breathing a word to one another, they have sealed Jezebel’s fate. “Let it be known today that love is forbidden among Angels. We should have all our attention and devotion set on the Almighty,” the head Council member declares. 

Jezebel glances at each face belonging to the Seven. She rubs her palms furiously against the red dress Lucifer gave her in Hell. 

“Our decision has been made. The Almighty’s law is final,” the head Council member says again, this time in a booming voice. 

I turn to look at Jezebel as the mallet hits the podium again. I stare at her, memorizing everything about the Angel I desperately love and care about with my entire being. 

Jezza turns to look at me as well. Her fate is sealed, and the trial is now over. 

“Jezebel, we hereby claim that you are guilty of the deception, the lies, and everything you’ve done from the time you left the Heavenly Realm as a Fallen until now.” Jezza turns to the Council of Seven, several unexpected tears trailing down her cheeks. 

Then Jezza bows her head, and within the blink of an eye, I watch her disappear in a flash of a beautiful, soft purple light. 

“The meeting has come to an end. Court adjourned.” The Council of Seven get up and leave first, followed by all the jury until all that remains is me. 

I fall to my knees and weep for the girl I love and lost. 

 


Epilogue: Gabriel

I stare down at the scroll in my hands. Normally, I wouldn’t dare to read a message I deliver, but something niggles at the back of my mind telling me to open it. When I do, I find a simple riddle that makes my head spin. 

Who can you love but never hold?

An interesting riddle for sure. Sighing, I roll the scroll back up and stuff the paper into my satchel. I spread my wings and fall forward, plummeting from the Heavenly Realm to Earth to deliver the message. I flap my wings, riding an air current toward my destination. 

It’s been several years since Jezebel’s trial. Every day feels like the day I watched her turn into nothingness before my eyes. My heart aches with the knowledge of never seeing her or holding her in my arms again.

Perhaps it’s best I don’t think of her anymore. At least, that’s what I try to tell myself. Yet the simplest things remind me of her, and try as I might, I can’t seem to forget about the love of my existence. 

I land in front of a small home on the outskirts of New York City. The name I’d been given was of a woman, Jasmine Theodore. The riddle still plagues my mind as I peek through an open window. 

Jasmine is lying on the couch, raven-black hair spread around her head like a halo. Her eyes flutter every few seconds as she slumbers. I press my face against the glass, unable to believe the sight before me. 

“She’s alive?” I ask aloud.

I’m not expecting an answer, yet my brother is directly behind me. “The Almighty forgives all.” I turn to address Michael, my eyebrows pulled together into a frown.  

“But … how is it possible? I watched her turn to nothingness before my eyes.” 

Michael gives me a knowing look. “Nothing is impossible with our Creator. You ought to know that by now.” I turn back to stare at the sleeping woman who has a striking resemblance to Jezza. “I sent the message to be delivered.” 

I turn back to Michael with a look of surprise. “You? But why?” 

Michael shifts on his feet, his wings stretched out but a bit stiff in the feathers. He doesn’t like attention for any particular reason. “You haven’t been yourself since her death. I thought it only fitting for you to be reminded of our Creator’s forgiveness and mercy.”

I give my brother a crooked smile. “Are you implying that you care about me, brother?” 

Michael pinches his light brown eyebrows into a scowl. “Of course not.” 

“And yet here you stand, letting me have my peace,” I say, continuing to smile. 

Michael gives me a narrowed look. “Don’t make me regret doing this for you, brother. Say your final goodbyes, and let’s be away. We’ve got much to do for the second coming of our Messiah.” 

I groan softly, turning away from Michael. “That’s for years to come.” 

“You and I both know we don’t know when it’ll happen. We must always be ready.” Michael vanishes in a beacon of light. 

I stare into the window once more, watching Jasmine as she yawns and sits up, rubbing at her eyes. Her cell phone buzzes on the coffee table beside the couch, and she snatches it up, letting out a small shriek before clambering to her feet and zooming around the house. I chuckle softly and press my hand across the glass. 

Jasmine turns to look at the window, a peaceful look washes over her face. She turns to rub a hand across her flat belly. The notion brings a smile to my face. “I can’t wait for you to come home. I have a surprise for you.” She bends down to scoop up a small empty kit. Her face is positively glowing. 

“You have a bright future ahead of you … Jasmine Theodore,” I whisper, then press a kiss to the glass before dropping my hand and pulling away from the home. “I know I will see you again. Someday. Until we meet again, Jezza.”

I back away, my heart now full of love and renewed strength. I turn, tilting my head as a beacon of light shoots down and outlines my body in an ethereal golden glow. Then I vanish from sight. 
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Iseyah

The breeze howling past the building makes me shiver, but the movement is barely perceivable by the naked eye. A crow squawks nearby, signaling it’s almost time to get to work. The full moon slowly rises over the horizon, taking its time as usual. I count the seconds down in my mind as the night grows darker. With the darkness comes the things that revel in it. Creatures that give humans nightmares, the kinds that give humans reason to write horror stories. 

I am one of those creatures. 

Just as the moon’s silver rays touch the corner of my wing, I shake my body out. Dust rains down on the ground below. 

“Ah,” I all but moan as I spread out my wings. “That’s better.” 

“Still moaning, I see.” Hedrick lands on the ledge above me, his hulking body casting me in deep shadow. 

“You would, too, if you were as big as me.” I fire back with a smirk. 

“Cooyon, I am twice your size.” To puncture his words, Hedrick puffs out his chest and lets loose his wings. While I am a large being, Hedrick truly is a beast. His obsidian wings are around nine feet long. The veins are like fat snakes winding through the thick, leathery material. The moonlight allows me to see the blood pumping through them, making me glance to the left at my wing. 

“At least my wings are pretty.” Mine are the same but smaller. The veins are not as pronounced as my beast of a friend’s. 

“My body is a temple and my wings strike fear into the minds of my enemies. My claws render flesh like knives. What more to life is there?” 

I roll my eyes and jump off my ledge. Superhero landing incoming! Mud splashes up the building, coating the windows in sludge. Smirking, I rise to my feet and kick them to remove the dirt. 

“Show off,” Hedrick yells from above, then swoops down to land at my side. The wind created by his wings makes the rain pound against my face, but it slouches off my stone skin to form a puddle under my feet. 

“Gather, Protectors!” Godfrey yells in the distance, making their skin shiver. 

“Why does it always have to rain? It’s always raining at the most dramatic moments.” I observe as Hedrick and I head to the main gates where our leader, Godfrey, is no doubt impatiently waiting for us to join the rest of the Protectors. 

Sixteen agents of The Eye protect Cambridge University. Only a few are over five hundred years old. Hedrick and I are two of them. Our leader, Godfrey, is the oldest. That’s why he’s the leader. Not that Hedrick agrees with the structure of their agency. Neither do I. 

“I hate that piece of -“ 

“Godfrey,” I interrupt my friend before the entire force hears his blasphemy. Hedrick throws me a scowl but then bends on one knee in front of Godfrey. We all do. 

“There is news, brothers.” The ancient’s joints creak a little as he walks in front of the first line of agents. “A witch of little power will join this campus,” whispers don’t break out. The Protectors know better than to break the silence. “She is but young, naïve, innocent,” Godfrey spits the word. “Alas,” he continues, “we are tasked to protect her, nonetheless.” 

Why The Eye would appoint one such as Godfrey as their leader, I didn’t understand. Why would they want someone who so clearly hates humans; to protect humans? It isn’t my place to question the way of things.

“She will arrive tomorrow eve. Be ready for anything. The Coven wants to recruit this girl. Godfrey stares at the kneeling Protectors with a snarl. “As fate would have it, tomorrow is also the fullest moon. I will need ten of you to travel to the Olenana realm to protect the King on what is to be his millennial event.” 

I peer up then, unable to keep my eyes on the ground beneath me. The full moon is the most dangerous time of the month. It seems foolish to me that the King would hold an event, one that required masses of Protectors to be in attendance at such a time. 

I wanted to be chosen for this honor. I puff his chest out, hoping to be noticed by Godfrey. But the leader walks past without so much as a glance. He pushed the back of my head down, so I looked at the ground again.

“Take heed, Gargoyle Protectors, only the best of you will be chosen to guard our King. The rest, well, you shall protect the little human girl.” Godfrey walks away from the squad under his command, laughing into the night as he takes flight. 

“Did I mention I don’t like that mother-“ 

“Yes, Hedrick, you mentioned that.” I push to my feet and in three long strides, I jump and land on the eight hundred-year-old building. The tips of my wings grip small gaps in the stonework as I climb onto the roof. Then, I jump the ten feet high gap to crouch upon a spire. Rain batters the top of my stone head, sounding like little rocks as they bounce off my stone skin. 

I have a sneaking suspicion that Hedrick won’t be chosen to protect our King, and neither will I. 

 


Beatrix 

“E-excuse me?” I try to get the attention of a tall man walking in the opposite direction from me. “Do you know where I can find the girls’ dorms?” He blinks but doesn’t stop walking. He doesn’t answer, either. I adjust the books in my arms and stare up into the dark gray sky. Tiny droplets of rain fall into my eyes. I blink them away and sigh.

I’ve been on campus for an hour now, and I still can’t find my room. It would be irritating if not for the warm breeze playing with my hair. 

Most girls my age are afraid to go out alone once the sun sets. It isn’t safe on the streets, not even on campus, but I’ve always loved walking at night. The darkness comforts me because there are fewer people. I don’t comprehend why. It’s probably really dumb, too, but rain and darkness are comforting. I’m aware that makes me strange. Strange I’m ok with. I’d much rather be different than just like everyone else. I dance to the beat of my own drum, and I’m ok with it. 

I continue down the path through well-tended grass and imagine myself curled up on a nice soft bed with a good book, which makes me walk faster. Then faster still as the sun slips behind the buildings. I need to dump my things in my room. Perhaps grab a snack from somewhere. Anywhere. I’m starving. 

I move from building to building, searching for signs of large groups of girls. By the time I pluck up enough courage to ask someone for directions again, I’m sweating and more than a little angry at my lack of planning. I really should have brought a map, GPS or something. Anything but trying to wing it.

“I’m just going back to the dorms myself. I can take you, if you want?” A girl says as the group around her shares strange looks. 

“Yes,” I blurt, then blush, “Sure,” I shrug. “That would be great, thanks.” I try not to vomit as she links her arm with mine. I’m not used to overly friendly people. It sets off my anxiety. She pulls me down a series of alleys until my head spins and my feet hurt. 

I’ll never remember the way. 

“What did you say your name was?” I ask quietly as we walk between buildings. The light of the moon doesn’t reach the space and there are no street lamps. It’s dark. 

“I didn’t,” the girl says and spins suddenly. “You’re Beatrix Stone,  right?” I nod, but then realize if I can’t see her, she can’t see me. 

“Yes.” I scan the alley, then back the other way. There isn’t another soul down here. “Why?” Just as I ask the question, I hear the snap of a twig. 

I spin around, swinging my head from side to side, searching the darkness. 

“My name is Thea,” she says quickly, and grabs my wrist. “You’re in danger, witch.”

“Ow! You’re hurting me.” I try to pull away, but her grip is too strong. 

“Listen,” her finger presses against my lips, smashing them against my teeth. “They’re coming.” 

“What? Who?” I mumble against the pad of her finger. 

“Join us!” she yells and grabs my hand. “Come with me,” another twig snaps, this time, it’s closer. 

My heart pounds in my chest. “Let go. I’ll find the dorms myself!” I try to peel her fingers off me and manage to yank free. The sound of something, it kinda sounds like rocks scraping together, reaches my ears. 

“Run!” The girl, Thea, shouts. I panic and drop my books. The hairs on my arms stand up and gale force winds blow down the alley. My hair whips around my face, making it hard to see as a scream rents the air. It’s cut off. I swipe my hands across my face to try to move the hair, but it’s like the stupid wind has glued it to my skin! 

I can hear more rock sounds and shuffling feet around me, but I can’t see because of my hair. 

“Who’s there?” I call out while still battling to be able to see. “Thea? Are you still here?” I scream when something touches the back of my head. The sound reverberates off the stone walls, making a headache throb at my temples. “No! Get away!” I flail my arms around and start walking fast, trying to fight my way out of the alley. My foot catches on something hard, and I suddenly feel weightless. I go down hard. My breath leaves my lungs and black dots my vision. “Help,” I wheeze, then pass out. 

 


Iseyah

I stare down at the young woman at my feet while Hedrick stifles a chuckle behind his hand. 

“Clumsy lot, aren’t they?” He nudges her foot with the toe of his boot. 

“She’s out cold.” I frown. Her wild, brown hair is spread out on the ground around her head, creating an odd halo. 

“You take her to the dorm and I’ll get rid of this witch.” He whistles low. “Godfrey will have my nuts for this.” he bends and plucks the other girl into the air and places her on his shoulder. “I might have broken her fragile skull.” He laughs, like anything about this situation is funny. 

We understood a new witch was enrolling today, but no one told us she was a new witch. It was almost comical watching her power become confused and turn her feet into stone. 

“Do you think she’ll live?” 

“Sure, she only hit her head a little.” I wince as I lift her slight body and position her over my shoulder. 

“I meant this one,” he shrugs his large shoulder and jostles the girl perched there.

“Oh, I don’t know. Don’t care, Hedrick. The Gods only knows what she had planned for the charge.” 

“I bet it was devious. It always is, isn’t it? These witches do not grasp the might of a Gargoyle. They mess with forces far greater than those of a little magic.” He grumbles as we head back down the alley and begin the climb to the dorms. “They send children to do adult work. They deserve to lose this witch.” 

“They do, indeed, old friend.” The young woman on my shoulder groans and I feel, rather than see, Hendrick lash out and hit the side of his hand against her neck. I turn to face him with a frown. 

“Can’t have her wake halfway up the building. She would scream and create even more problems for us.” He grumbles. His anger shows when a chunk of rock breaks off in his hand. He pauses to stare down at it, then he shrugs and shoves it in his mouth. He chews loudly as we sneak through a window he creates with the snap of his fingers, and I gently lay the new witch on the single bed in a small room. I am aware it’s her room. I know every room of every student is at this university. 

It’s part of my job. I’m not creepy.

If I didn’t know where each individual lives, then I wouldn’t be able to protect them, would I? 

“Make haste, brother. I wish to bathe in ale and have virgins sharpen my claws. Not to play babysitter for a new witch.” 

New witches don’t realize they have power. They don’t understand they’re witches at all. We aren’t allowed to tell them, though, not even if it could save their lives. That is our King’s pleasure. 

“You’re so crude, Hedrick, it’s a wonder they don’t run away screaming.” I lay the girl’s books on the floor next to her and cover her with a threadbare blanket. I shake my head at myself. 

Why am I bothering with such trivialities?

“The rain has eroded your mind, brother. The virgins adore me!” He lifts his arms and poses. “And why wouldn’t they? I am made of stone, after all.” 

“Including your ego,” I jibe then straighten. But I don’t take my eyes off the hair still covering the new witch’s face. 

“My ego is only outmatched by the size of my-“ 

“Take her to dorm Nineteen-twenty,  Hedrick, and be quick about it. There are humans awake. Let’s not give Godfrey an excuse to look us over for the King’s event, shall we?” I remind him. 

I’m nine hundred and sixty-five years old, only a few less than Godfrey, but politics and idiocies prevent me from becoming the leader of our squad of Protectors. And yet, Godfrey has been our leader for just over five years. The thought makes me turn away from the girl and head to the window. If the King could only see I don’t need a mate to be a leader, then I can be promoted to my rightful rank. 

It’s a ridiculous and ancient ruling that leaders must be mated. Surely, those of us without mates would make better leaders than those with them, since we have nothing to lose in death. Mated pairs have much to lose. Maybe not as much in the last couple hundred years, since we lost our stone witch in a battle against the Dragons, but before that, mated couples had offspring every few years to build up our numbers. 

“Party pooper,” Hedrick complains as he stomps into the corridor. Silver moonlight streams into the open window, casting the room in a faint glow. An invisible force compels me to cast one last glance over my shoulder at the unconscious new witch on the bed. 

I sense something within her. Or, perhaps, within me. Something ancient and demanding. 

Folly. I grumble and click my fingers to widen the gap with magic. I am in control of my senses. I am in charge of my fate. I refuse to reach out and brush the hair from her face, as my mind is telling me to do. My thoughts do not control me. 

The cloth around my waist twitches as I stare at her despite my thoughts rebelling against an instinct I long since cast from my psyche.  

It’s not until I hear Hedrick’s muscled arms scrape against the doorframe that I turn and throw myself out of the window. Flapping my wings, I fly to my favorite spot above the bell tower. 

I can view the entire campus from this vantage point. There are only a handful of humans still wandering around. None of them has power. They’re all small, insignificant in a world that is overrun with the spawn of hell, other kind and deadly creatures that could decimate this city with a single breath. 

Too many of them have no fear of the darkness. But I can’t complain, without that lack of fear I would not exist. For it is I, and my brethren, that protect these humans from the things that go bump in the night. 

 

 


Beatrix 

“Ooh.” I lean over the desk and rub the bump on my forehead.

“How’d that happen?” A boy who looks around my age asks as he takes the seat opposite me. “It’s a corker that!” He adds when I remove my hand, revealing the knot. 

I cast my eyes around. 

I’m what you could call a veteran victim. All the way through my school career, I was bullied. My bookish ways, my glasses, having braces, being the silent type all attributed to painting a target on my back. And even though this isn’t high school, I no longer have braces, and I - thankfully discovered contacts. I still expect my experience at Cambridge will be much the same. 

One day, I hope to become a teacher. Specializing in early childhood education. That’s why I enrolled at Cambridge. 

“I tripped,” I answer simply, unwilling to go into detail about the strange events of last night. 

“You should go see the nurse. You might have a concussion.” The boy says as I shift in my seat.

“I’m fine.” I can’t see the usual group of bullies giggling behind their hands as the popular boy talks to the needy girl, a trick I have unfortunately fallen for on many occasions, so I pay attention to the table. I’m not entirely convinced he’s here talking to me willingly, so I open my book, lift out the bookmark and begin to read. 

“My name’s Nathaniel, but my friends call me Nathan. Or Nate. You can choose. I don’t mind.” 

I nod. 

“Is that the textbook for English lit?” I hear him shuffle forward in his seat. “I didn’t even realize the library had them yet.” 

“They came this morning,” I mumble and reread the same sentence. Ugh.

“It is this morning.” 

“Early this morning.” 

“Huh.” Nathaniel sits back in the chair and links his hands behind his head. He stares up at the ceiling while chewing his bottom lip. I take the opportunity to study him above my book. 

His light blonde hair sits messily on his head. Almost as if he just got out of bed. Maybe he did, but it is almost lunchtime. His face is square, with a strong chin that has a smattering of stubbly hair across it. I can’t see his eyes, since they’re on the ceiling, so I travel down to his chest, noting a wide neck as I go. His t-shirt states ‘I love pop rocks & unicorns’, which makes me stifle a giggle. 

He hears.

“Laundry day,” he lowers his arms and plucks at the material. 

“Sure it is,” I say plainly. 

“What’s your name?” He asks with a half-smirk. I glance away from his cute shirt to stare into his eyes. They’re a pretty brown that reminds me of melted chocolate. I’m sure most of the girls here fawn over him. He is handsome, even I can admit that. But he knows it, so I immediately file away any attraction to him I may have. 

A girl like me doesn’t stand a chance against a man like Nathaniel. He’d chew me up and spit me out. 

“Bea.” I flick my eyes down to the textbook and continue to read. Better to cut to the chase rather than tell him my full name. I’m sure I’ll never bump into him again after this, so what’s the point? It isn’t like we will be friends or take any classes together. 

“What’s your major? Wait,” he leans his elbows on the table and studies me. “Let me guess.” I raise my eyebrows and let the ghost of a smile play on my lips. “You want to become a writer?” 

I lay down the textbook and take a sip of my coffee. 

“Nope.” 

“Hmm, journalist?” I giggle despite myself. “I’m right, aren’t I? I knew it! I always get it right.” 

“Well, I am reading a third-year English lit textbook. And the three books laying at the top of my bag would indicate I like to read.” I nod towards my bag, sitting on the chair next to me. “And I sure do dress like a nerd, don’t I?” I lean back in my seat so he can see my brown jumper and loose boyfriend jeans. The super-soft pumps on my feet don’t go with the outfit, but the campus is huge, so they work to get me from one area to the next. “But I’m afraid you’re wrong, Nathaniel.” I open my bag and place the book inside, then zip it up. I stand and hang it over my shoulder. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m late for class.” I walk away and smile. 

They always think they have me pegged with just one look. But they’re nearly always wrong. Which is fine by me. At least that means I’m not a sheep, a carbon copy of a million other women in the world. I’ve always liked that I’m different. That no-one can pin me down or place me inside a little box nice and neatly. The fewer people know about me, the less chance they have to find out who my family is. And that is one thing I don’t want to happen. 

    Cambridge is supposed to be a fresh start for me. No one here knows about my mum. Or my family name. None of them can judge me based on the rumors and newspaper articles labeling my family a bunch of freaks. 

I can leave all that behind and just be me. At least, I hope so. 

 


Iseyah

The day goes by so slowly that I lose count of the minutes as I wait for the sun to dip and the moon to rise. The curse on my kind means we can only come ‘alive’ at night. Which doesn’t lend itself to protecting the students at our school very well. But, it’s been a thousand years since we were cursed by a witch. It doesn’t seem as though there will ever be another born that is powerful enough to lift the curse. The stories passed down from generation to generation have changed, as is often the case, so we aren’t certain of exactly why she cursed us, but we understand it is damaging the world beyond repair. 

If we cannot protect our charges during the daylight hours, that puts them at risk. It is only those whose power could mean the gates of Hell opening that are protected by familiars during the day. The King, for instance, has many familiars surrounding his stronghold in Scotland. Nessy, the ocean serpent, patrols his moat. The walls are prowled by winged Hippogriffs and Centaur protects the surrounding forests. His royal guardsmen are not men at all, but Weres, ready to change in an instant the moment trouble arises. 

The electric mix of other kind makes his kingdom the most protected in all the realms. But not impenetrable. Hence the reason ten of our Protectors will be there for the next two weeks, leaving us with a crew of only six to cover the campus. They’ll work alongside many legends while there. I’m almost jealous. I’m really jealous. 

“Alas,” the grating sound of Hedrick’s stone jaw working makes me roll my eyes, “we did not get chosen to protect our liege again.” The mammoth creature above moves, causing dust to rain down on my head. 

“No,” is all I can manage. Hedrick has a long history of trying to force his body into playability before the moon is in the correct position. I, however, prefer to not wear down my joints in a futile attempt to disregard the curse. 

“It’s bull-“ 

A scream rings out below. 

My right hand drops as my muscles dissolve from stone. Panic rises in my throat. Someone requires our services! Yet, I cannot move! 

“You idiots, I almost peed myself!” The same female who screamed yells at the male by her side as she playfully pushes his shoulder. 

“They know not of what they awaken,” Hedrick speaks again. “Loki is near. I can smell his mischievous ways on the wind.” He sounds excited. Loki and Hedrick have a lot in common. They both live for the chaos they wrought in the world. 

The moon slivers behind the skyline, casting us in enough shadow to free ourselves from the building. I remain on my perch but shake off the dust and debris that have gathered during daylight.

“Come, brother, we shall join Loki and scare some humans. Perhaps a new legend shall begin this night!” He flaps his wings, purposely knocking me over. The ground rises to meet my face faster than it would should a human fall from the same height. At the very last second, I open my wings and settle on the ground, my bare feet meet grass. 

It takes less than a few moments to reach the abandoned part of the University and grab a clean pair then shove them on my feet. I glance around at the four Protectors in the darkened building and nod. Despite not having a mate, I am in charge until Godfrey’s return. But only because next to him, I am the second most senior Protector. 

“Report,” I demand. 

“The witch who was injured last night,” Gale scowls over my shoulder, “has been taken off-campus to recover within the Coven.” 

Hedrick hides a chuckle by coughing. 

“The new witch has resumed life as normal. But she has been asking questions about the Coven witch.” Alarik adds as he sheaths his weapon at his hip. 

“And what of the campus familiar, has he reported in?” I ask just when the door opens. A large, black cat strolls in. “Punctual, as always, Gregson.” The cat hisses at me while its body transforms.  

“I have to … run … all the way across … campus!” He says between gasping breaths. 

“Perhaps stay in your station, then, kitty.” Hedrick jabs his finger at the man standing where the cat was just a moment ago. 

“It was fish today, Hed, fish! I couldn’t stay by the main gates.” The naked Gregson rubs his rounded belly and hums low in his throat. 

“Did you at least bring me something?” 

“As if. I ate the lot. It was good, too.” Greyson replies. 

“Enough. Report.” I bark. 

“Nothing. Not a peep of the Coven all day. I even followed the witch for a while. She’s nice, gives great belly rubs.” My hand whips out of its own violation and wraps around Gregson’s throat. 

“She is not to find out about our world, shifter. The King will have your guts on a platter if he learns you’re getting close to her.” Gregson trembles and gasps. Releasing my grip, I shove him back. I address my squad. “The King has expressly ordered that the new witch be kept in the dark for as long as possible. That means,” I glare at the shifter, “we keep our distance. Observe from afar only. We protect her from the cover of darkness and do not approach her. This is not a request.” 

 


Beatrix 

The day has dragged by, and I’ve never been more grateful to be alone than I am right now. The library at school was always quiet, devoid of students and faculty. I had expected university to be much the same, but there is a small smattering of students huddled over books, speaking in hushed tones. Luckily, the row farthest back seems to have been all but forgotten. The rows of books are dusty and the carpet is plush under my slippers. I almost jump and knock over the shelves when a dark figure slinks into the shadows at the opposite end of the aisle and sits on the floor. 

I’m half tempted to go over and ask if they’re OK, but my better instinct tells me to mind my own beeswax. 

Running my finger over the spines, reveling in the smell of old books, I imagine what new worlds I could discover inside when a hand touches my shoulder. I don’t call out, but I grab a book and swing it at the person standing beside me.

“Humph!” They fall to the floor, holding the side of their face. “Why’d you do that for?” Nathaniel asks with a frown.

“Oops?” I shrug and smile awkwardly, still clutching the heavy book. “You startled me.” 

“And your first reaction was to try to knock my head off, was it?” He pushes to his feet, but he keeps his distance. 

“I guess,” I shrug and carefully place the book back on the shelf. “You should have said something, not just touched me.” 

“Yeah,” he chuckles, “next time I will and save myself a black eye.” 

Dramatic but OK.

“What are you doing here, anyway? Don’t you realize there’re ghosts back here?” 

“It isn’t the dead that scare me,” I say absently while picking up my bag.

“It’s the living you’ve got to watch out for, huh?” He finishes for me. 

“Just those made of flesh and bone.” 

“And those that aren’t?” 

“They only exist in books, so I think I’m safe.” I scoot past him and glance down the aisle, only to find it empty. I guess the mystery shadow person decided to leave when I assaulted Nathaniel with an old book. 

“Hey,” he follows me into the next section, “there’s a party tonight, in the Omega dorm,” he wrings his hands while I browse the books. “You should come.” 

“I’m not the partying type, but thanks for the invite.” My gaze lands on a spine, my attention snagged. 

“No, I didn’t think so. How about coffee?” I pluck the book from the shelf and turn it in my hand. The watery cover makes me smile. A mermaid swims in the ocean, her long, red hair fanned out around her. “I just want to be your friend. No funny business, I swear.” 

“And I should take your word for it, should I?” I clutch the book to my chest and seek out the other two that go with it. 

“I mean,” he runs his hand over the back of his neck, “it’s not that I don’t find you attractive, I do, but you seem nice. I’ve had my fair share of relationships and, in all honesty, I’m kinda done with all that. This is my last year. I will graduate next year. I was hoping to leave with some real friends.” I stoop and grab book number two from the next shelf down. 

“The ones you have now aren’t real?” I understand how that feels. I have no friends. None. Not even fake ones. 

“I thought so, but I guess not.” The sadness in his tone makes me peer up at him. 

“I know how that feels.” I confess. 

“So … wanna be friends?” He chuckles nervously while rubbing his arm. 

“Sure, why not?” I nod, “But I have to warn you, Nathaniel, I keep odd hours and study a lot.” I laugh quietly. 

“I’m good with that. I need the extra study time, anyway. The finals are said to be the hardest in the world.” He wipes the back of his hand across his forehead and wipes it on his pants. “So, how about that coffee?” 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

“Hmm,” I chew the end of my pen and glance up at the window. The moon is just beginning to rise. The sun can still be seen in the dark gray sky. The night is bitter, but we have the window open, anyway. 

“Sup?” Nathaniel asks from my bed. I lean back in my chair and point my pen at him.

“This calls for doughnuts, I think,” I say, making him smile. 

We’ve been hanging out as friends for three months, and already his grades are up. Each day passes with piles of homework and textbooks. We spend the evenings studying. Rarely talking or taking the night off. I did warn him. 

“You’ve never been more beautiful,  Bea.” He jokes and sits up, leaning his back against the wall. He pushes forward, making like he’s going to go get the doughy treats. 

“I’ll go,” I insist. “I could use the fresh air, if I’m honest.” 

“But it’s raining.” He gestures to my slippers and strappy top.

“A little rain never hurt anybody.” I stand and hold my hand out to him. “But it is your turn to get the treats.” 

Without pausing, he digs in his pocket and pulls out some crumpled notes. “I know, I brought extra since I had to skip a few times.”

“You didn’t need to do that.” I fist the notes and shove them in my pocket. “You know I got you covered.” 

Being that this is his fourth year at uni, he’s pretty broke most of the time. And some distant great aunt died and left me a lot of money. I have the means available to spot him. I buy the snacks and he helps me with calculus. It’s a win-win situation. 

“It doesn’t feel right,” he leans to the side and flops on my pillow. “But this does. Hmm,” he snuggles in. “I miss my bed.” 

“Those finals won’t pass themselves.” I remind him as I walk out of my room. 

The community storeroom is three buildings away and as I step out into the night, rain patters my head in a steady downpour. Within five minutes, my slippers are soaked through to my socks, but I don’t mind. The cold clears my head. I walk slowly, taking my time while a few stragglers dash inside. Giving me strange looks as they pass. I shrug, unwilling to be unnerved by the lightning streaking across the dark sky, making shadows dance on the buildings. 

 


Iseyah

Watching the new witch walk slowly through the darkness makes my teeth set on edge. I crawl across the roof, keeping my wings tucked in so I don’t cast a shadow on the ground below when lightning lights up the sky. Rain makes the tiles slick, but my claws keep me from falling. 

I’ve watched through her window for the last three months as she spends time pouring through books that aren’t related to her course. I’ve learnt a lot about her since she arrived. More than I’ve learnt about any of my previous charges. I tell the squad that I must learn about her so that I can protect her, but I fear it goes deeper than that. 

I learnt her name through the ramblings of the boy she spends her free time with. A boy that could very easily be mistaken for a human. 

But I’m under orders to not interfere. 

Nathaniel Heswick is the Lord Impaler’s son. The Werewolf King. The boy is next in line for the throne and fancies the new witch to be his mate. 

He’ll have his work cut out for him. The girl has shown very little interest in him. At least, from what I’ve seen. They do not share any classes, nor do they attend the numerous social events across campus. They seem to prefer the small room she rents rather than parties or outings. I fear I am neglecting my duties as I follow her through the night. A skirmish at the opposite side of the University required tending to, but I stayed behind to watch over her. The girl I spent the daylight hours thinking about. 

By now, I know her face better than I know my own. I have discovered that her hair isn’t just brown, it has red tones in it and under the moon, it shines a dark blue. Her skin is the color of cream, a hint of rouge stains her cheeks. Her full lips are four shades darker than her skin, they’re plump and when she is deep in thought, she bites the lower one, often leaving teeth marks on it. My fangs ache when she does that. I don’t understand why, nor will I ever admit it. 

She ducks down an alley and runs the tips of her fingers along the bricks as she walks. I quickly jump to that building and press my hand against the very top line of bricks. 

Sensations travel up my arm. It’s almost as if she is caressing me.

“And still,” Hedrick appears on the opposite building to me. I snatch my hand back. “You have not blinked. It must be a new record.” The clawed tips of his wings scrape against the tile as he watches the witch below. “She is enchanting, is she not?” 

“I’m only doing my job, Hedrick.” I pull away from the edge and crouch with my arms hanging over my legs. 

“If your job was obsession, I would say you have done a fine job, my friend.” 

“I am not-“ 

“Fear not, Iseyah, your secret is safe with me.” His grin produces more noise than normal. The witch looks up at the roof Hedrick occupies. “Does she see me, do you think?” He whispers as he leans further into nothingness. 

“Move back!” I hiss, fear boiling in my stomach. 

“Why? She will just think me one of the Grotesques and move on.” 

“Huh?” I glance up at him and frown. 

“Did you know that Godfrey has been delayed for a further two weeks?” He asks, just as the witch resumes walking. “He has caught the attention of the Princess.” His tone is wistful. Sad. I squint across to him, trying to determine if those are drops of rain I see trailing down his face or tears. 

“I did not.” 

“Fair princess Avalon is to be wed.” He flares out his wings. “On this very night!” He shouts with his arms raised. The rain bounces off his wings. The sound echoes down into the alley, forcing the witch to once again look up. She searches the darkness with a frown. “She was to be mine, you know.” 

“She was?” I ask, confused. I knew Hedrick had a mate, but he never told me who it was. Our life is here, at the campus. We rarely visit our homeland. And when we do, it is to receive new orders or to escort witches. Hedrick and I have not been home for nearly two hundred years. 

“She couldn’t - nay - would not marry a mere Protector. So, she denied our matehood.” He dashes to the edge of the building and leans so far over that a tile loosens under his hand. “I was not good enough for her. But a leader is? Godfrey is?” 

“Calm, friend, you must move back.” I warn him. 

The tile smashes on the ground. I lean over the side of my building to watch. To make sure it doesn’t hit the witch. The witch doesn’t call out, but she does spin around then looks up again. 

Through the rain, our eyes meet. 

Lightning flashes behind me, casting me in silhouette. 

“Now that she has seen, she cannot unsee, friend. The deed is done.” I lift my eyes but keep my body perfectly still. “You shall have your mate, but not without sacrifice.” 

I freeze in horror as Hedrick leaps from the building. He crashes to the ground in front of the witch. My addled mind catches up and I launch myself off the building. 

“Such a pretty witch. It’s a shame you have no idea who you are!” He shouts at her. 

I land less than gracefully behind him and reach out to grab him, but he launches into the air and lands behind her. 

“See him.” he grabs her face and forces her to look at me. She trembles in fear. “That is your fate, dear girl. Will you deny him as my mate has denied me?” 

“She is not my mate, Hedrick.” I raise my hands in front of me. “Let her go and we can fix this.” 

“You cannot fix what is meant to be!” He shouts and pulls in his wings until the tips are on either side of her face. He drops his hands and replaces them with the claws. 

The witch’s hands hang loosely at her sides as she stares at me in utter horror. 

Hedrick scoffs. “Truly see him, girl. Do you see?” His sharpened claws caress her cheeks.

“I see.” She gasps as a bead of blood trickles down her cheek. My heart thunders in my chest at the sight. 

“Free her or I shall be forced to attack!” 

The sound of electricity sparking is drowned out by the rain on his wings. Much like the sound of rain on a tent. 

“Kill me, brother, for I am damned anyway.” With a snap, he closes his wings. Trapping them both inside. I dart forward and try to pry them open. A muffled scream reaches my ears. 

“Do not harm her, Hedrick!” I yell, hoping beyond hope he can hear me. 

“Now!” the single word is yelled behind Hedrick, quickly followed by the thunk of multiple arrows. 

“No!” I yell and take to the air. I land on several Coven witches and swipe my wings out to throw more through the air. Their bodies crash into the wall as I call out for backup. “Hoot, hoot!” An arrow pierces my left wing, forcing me to grind my teeth together as I climb off the dead witches and turn to face a lone witch standing on top of the wall, her arrow aimed at the back of Hedrick’s head. She lets it loose, but I shoot my hand in the air and catch it. With a flick of my wrist, I send it back twice as fast as she shot it. With no time to dodge the arrow, it pierces her chest. She falls backwards over the wall and lands with a wet thud on the path. 

“Hedrick!” I call out as the mammoth man slumps to the ground. I catch my friend, breaking the arrows and lowering him down. His wings part, revealing the witch is unconscious on his chest. 

“I am sorry, brother. I know not what came over me.” His words gurgle from his mouth. 

“Fear not, Hedrick, we shall fix this.” I lay his head on my knee and check the witch’s pulse. She is alive. 

“Cannot fix what is not broken. I am dying, old friend. The end is nigh.” 

“No,” I deny what is obvious while searching the rooftops for our squad. 

“Godfrey did steal my mate. Do not let him take yours.” He reaches up and touches my face. “She is the one, Iseyah, she is the one.” His eyes flutter and more blood pours from his mouth. 

“The one? Are you sure, Hedrick?” He simply nods, not having the strength to talk. 

A plan quickly forms in my mind. 

This is my fault for allowing myself to be distracted by the girl. 

I must fix this. 

“I will fix this, brother. I will fix this.”

 


Beatrix 

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. I hear liquid drip close by before I can open my eyes. In that strange place between sleep and awake, the noise sounds obnoxiously loud. The scuff of rock against concrete follows. Then a series of grunts and heavy breathing. It’s then that I force my eyes open.  

“Oh, God!” I bolt upright, only to get dizzy. “Monsters. There are monsters in the dark!” I gasp and try to piece together the odd happenings of - whenever it was. Was it a dream? Had I fallen asleep in my dorm and had suffered the strangest dream of my life? 

I glance around me and quickly conclude that I am definitely not in my dorm. 

The circular room is dark, but one small window lets in enough light to make out shapes in the shadows. Chairs. A desk. Some books. A statue. The light plays tricks with my eyes as the statue moves. The faint sound of rock moving against rock reaches my ears. 

“Monsters made of stone.” 

“Not monsters,” a masculine voice comes from the darkness. “We are Protectors.” 

My vision blurs and my head swims. 

Did the statue just talk?

“Who are you?” I demand of the darkness. 

“Iseyah,” it answers. 

“What - who?-“ my eyes grow wide as the statue stands. 

“I am Iseyah, Protector of Cambridge. Third generation Protector.” 

“OK,” I raise my eyebrows, “You’re a protector, I get that.” I inch forward on the table I’m on. “Thanks for saving me.” I lay one foot on the floor. “I should probably go now. My, er, boyfriend is waiting for me.” 

“Boyfriend, is it?” The darkness whispers. “You cannot leave.” The man, or statue, I’m not sure, clears his throat. “You are to save him.” 

“Who?” I look around, but all I see are shadows within shadows. The thin slice of light reaches the floor, but it isn’t enough to illuminate the entire space. “I can’t see anything.” My voice trembles and I hate myself for it. I’d been in some unpleasant situations before, but this seems a little … extra. Even for me.

“You hail from a long line of witches.” My breath catches in my throat and my foot freezes mid-air. “Your mother was a witch, as were your grandmother and hers before her. Your lineage dates back to the eighteen hundreds. 

“Witches?” My mother wasn’t crazy? She really was a witch? “Wait.” I set my other foot down. “Is this a hazing prank? Because I’m really not interested in joining a sorority.” 

“Petty human things!” The darkness, or the statue, yells. “You must heal my friend and then erase your memory of this night. If you do not, he will die and so will I.” 

“OK.” I hold my hands up and wince. “Ok. Let’s just calm down here, shall we?” My body trembles as I squint into what I presume are the corners of the room, searching for any light that might give away where the door is. “I’m not a doctor. I’m training to be a teacher.” The darkness/statue growls. “But I can take a look at your pal, no problem.” I squeak. My knee creaks as I stand slowly. “What’s wrong with your friend?” I try to keep him talking to cover any sounds I might make as I inch my way across the room. 

“Four arrows are lodged in his torso,” 

“OK,” I take another step with my hands out in front of me. 

“They must be removed, and you will use your power to set the stone back in place.” 

“Right, OK. And that will help, will it?” Two more steps. Come on. Please let there be a door around here. 

“Time is running out, witch.” 

“I’m just trying to think. I’m not sure I know how to help your friend.” Three more steps. Where is the bloody wall? 

“With the power inside of you.” my hand touches stone and I almost yelp as the cold seeps into my bones when I press my palms against it. “Ah,” darkness/statue breathes. His breath fans my face. Holy mother of Saint Nick.

“Er,” my brain short circuits as the wall beneath my hands breathes. 

It freaking breathes. 

“Don’t panic, it’ll only make this worse.” 

OK. I can do that. I’m brave. I won’t panic. 

A cold, stone hand gently touches the back of my left hand. 

I panic. 

A scream tears its way up my throat and the world spins under my feet. I pull away, only to trip backwards. I spin midair and land on my hands. I crawl across the room. 

“I do not intend on hurting you.” the statue grabs my leg, it’s definitely the statue, and drags me across the floor. My fingernails snap as I scramble to gain purchase. “Please, Beatrix, calm.” His husky voice washes over me. 

It seems familiar. 

“Just breathe,” the statue soothes. “That’s it, breathe nice and slow.” His punishing grip on my leg loosens, but he pulls me to him and helps me sit up. The torso of the statue rests against my back, sending cold shivers over my body. “I’m sorry,” the statue apologizes and moves to the left. When he rights himself, he drapes something thick over my shoulders. “I hope that is better.” His tone changes and I shiver for a whole different reason this time. 

“It is, thank you.” I reply through the haze of my mind. 

“I’m sorry I frightened you. I had hoped keeping it dark would allow you to - to not be afraid?” 

I open my eyes - I hadn’t even realized they had closed - and realize that the statue and I are shrouded in total darkness. The talking statue is right. I do feel better that I can’t see at all. 

“Do you have a name?” I whisper as the statue strokes my arms through the blanket.

“I told you,” 

“Pretend I wasn’t listening because I was petrified.” 

The statue’s chuckle vibrates through my back. 

“It is Iseyah.” 

“Oh, yeah. I remember now.” The room stills. I’m no longer spinning. 

“And you are Beatrix. And my friend is called Hedrick.” 

“He the one who grabbed me and proceeded to wrap me in leather?” 

“Correct. Almost. Those were his wings.” 

“Oh, right. Of course. His wings. How silly of me.” He chuckles again, and another shiver runs through me. 

“We are Protectors.”

“I remember that bit,” I add cheerfully. Maybe my mind has broken? It wouldn’t be the first time a Stone woman had chased after the magic rabbit. “Why am I here?” 

“Witches cast a spell on him. He knew not what he was doing when he attacked you. I believe they meant for me to kill him and to weaken me enough to capture you.” 

“Witches, huh? Why not? Talking statues and scary stone men with wings. That doesn’t sound at all like the plot of a movie.” The rhythmic motion of the statue guy rubbing my arms is making me tired. “I’d watch it. Be even better if it was a book.” 

The statue laughs again. My heart speeds up, waking me enough to think. “I can’t help your friend. I’m sorry.” I remind myself I’m in what could turn into a very bad situation here. 

I’m in the dark. God only knows where, alone, with a talking statue and a guy with wings. Who, if my hazy mind remembers correctly, is also made of stone. Oh, and witches want to kidnap me?

Where’s Vin Diesel when you need him? 

“You can. You just need to open your heart and let your powers in.” Iseyah says fiercely. 

“Maybe we could call an ambulance?” The national guard, maybe? Men in Black?

“They cannot help. No human has the ability to render stone. They cannot fix my kind.” 

“Your kind?” I squeak. Jesus on a banana boat, this guy is loopier than fruit loops. “Ok, sure. I can do that.” If this is some sort of twisted fantasy of statue guy’s, then I’ll play along. Once I’ve ‘healed’ his pal, I’ll run for the door and make like a rabbit. “I can’t see anything, though.” I lean forward so his hands, or gloves or whatever, fall from my shoulders. “You got a torch? A phone, maybe?” 

“I do not think that is wise.” Stone scrapes against stone and then a hand reaches for mine. It’s rough against my palm - boy, this fella went all out for it with his costume. It feels like real rock - but I let him pull me to my feet. 

“I can’t help if I can’t see.” I can’t see the way out if I can’t see. 

“OK.” He says a few moments later. A bright light flickers on and it forces me to slam my eyes shut. “I am sorry,” the statue man says as he moves my hair from my face. 

Slowly, I force my eyelids open and let them adjust to the light. When I open them fully, I scream. 

“Help!” I scramble away from him, but he keeps hold of my wrist. 

“Calm, Beatrix,” he begs, but all I can do is stare into his eyes. “You will harm yourself.” 

Harm myself? Harm myself? Is he joking? 


Iseyah

The witch - Beatrix - stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I have. 

“Listen to me,” I fight to keep my voice human. I fight against the urge to wrap my wings around her and hug her to my chest. “I won’t hurt you, I swear it.” This is the first time I’ve seen her up close. Now that I can see her properly, I notice her moss green eyes have gold flecks around the iris. They’re beautiful. Captivating. 

“What are you?” Her eyes squint as she looks at me with suspicion. 

“A Protector.” 

“No, like, what species? Not human, that much is obvious.” She doesn’t seem angry, but she does take a step towards me. I freeze as she reaches out and gently presses the pad of one finger to my cheek. She pulls it away like she’s been burned. 

“I am a Gargoyle.” I clench my fist, lay it over my heart and bow my head. 

“And him,” she jerks her head towards Hedrick, who’s breathing has grown laboured. “He’s - a Gargoyle - too?” 

I nod in answer and release her wrist. Her pulse has slowed to a normal rate and she no longer shakes. I take those as good signs. 

“You called me a witch. Why?” She rubs her wrist. 

I frown. I never meant to hurt her. 

“Because that is your - species - you are a witch as I am a Gargoyle.” 

“Ok.” She looks around, her captivating eyes bouncing back to me every few seconds. 

Does she feel the pull as I do? Or is she simply trying to find the exit? She’ll find none. This room is mystically guarded for her protection, as well as mine. The other Protectors must not find us. If they do, I fear for all our lives. 

“And you said I could heal him. How?” Her eyes land on mine again. Rendering me speechless for long moments. 

Shaking my head, I try to focus on the task at hand. 

“You must activate your powers,” I confess. “But,” I sigh. A large part of me doesn’t want to do this. The repercussions will change her life forever. I will be able to erase the memories of this night, but I cannot reform the seal holding back her magic. No one can. “It will mean you are forever changed. You will no longer be the human girl you are today.” 

“What will I be?” She moves toward me once more. Her curiosity gets the better of her. Instead of waiting for her to touch me, this time, I touch her. Pushing a tendril of hair behind her ear. A move I have seen her do a thousand times and had had many fantasies about doing the same. I find my hand trembling as I gently caress the side of her face. Her skin is soft, like silk, but finer. Her eyes flick back and forth between mine. 

What is she searching for? 

“A Stone witch.” I add for clarity. 

“What powers will I have?” 

“Many. Your line is able to create stone. Heal us, with but a touch. You can move mountains, create and destroy them. I do not know the extent of your powers, but if I were to guess, I would say you are as powerful as you are beautiful.” I bite my tongue. I have revealed too much. 

From the corner of my eye, I see her hand reach up. I hold my breath in anticipation of her touching me again. But a sharp pain makes me look down at my chest.

“Take it off!” She demands as she yanks on the rock sheet covering my heart. “It’s a costume! A really good one - but a fake nonetheless!” Pulling harder, she hikes her foot onto my leg and pulls with both hands, using her slight weight to try to dislodge the stone. It doesn’t move. 

“It is not a costume, Beatrix. That is my skin you are trying to tear from me.” I try to remain calm in the face of her determination. She stumbles back as her grip fails. 

“You’re real?” She shakes her head, unable or unwilling to comprehend what I truly am. “If you’re real, then I am a witch. If I’m a witch from a long line of witches… oh, my God!” Her wide eyes grow larger. “My mum! You have to let me go!” 

“You must save Hedrick, then I will let you go.” His time is running out. 

“You don’t understand. My mother is in a mental institution. They committed her three years ago when she began trying to cast spells! I was hurt,” she scratches her arm as if it ails her. “They took her away. Please,” she grabs my forearm in a fierce grip, “let me go to her. I have to fix this.” Before I have time to speak, she nods. “Unlock my power, or whatever, I’ll heal your friend and then I have to get my mum.” She implores me with her eyes. 

I can deny her nothing. 

“To unlock your powers, you must … mate,“ I mumble the word. 

“Sorry, I must what? I can’t hear you,” 

“Mate,” I clear my throat and scratch my neck. 

“Huh? As in - make a friend? I’ve got a mate in my dorm. His name is Nathaniel,” 

“Not that type of mate. Not a friend. You must - must bond with your fated one.” Why is this so hard? Why do my hands shake? Gods, I feel like a teenager. My hormones run rampant when she realizes what I’m trying to convey. A blush spread across her cheeks. She has latent powers, minor things like the ability to cast minor spells, create a weak shield, and can move items with her mind. But they are nothing compared to what she could do once her full powers are unlocked. 

“I have to - to - to sleep with Nathaniel?” She squeaks. 

“No!” I bellow, unable to stop myself. She jumps a little but lifts her chin in defiance. “I’m sorry. No. Not him. He is not fated for you.” I take a deep, cleansing breath. My hands tremble more, so I shove them behind my back to hide the fact. 

“Right, right. Good. Thank goodness. I like him, but not like that.” She visibly relaxes and her shoulders sag. “Do you know who it is, then?” 

“I do,” I confess. 

“Don’t keep it a secret, big guy. We’ve both got people we want to save. Out with it.” She rolls her hand in front of her to edge me on. 

She bites her bottom lip as she stares up at me. 

“Oh,” the word I am unable to say must enter her mind. I shift from foot to foot. “You?” 

“Yes, me,” I whisper. Vipers slither in my stomach when she frowns, her eyes travel up and down my body and she shakes her head. 

“But - er - not to be rude or anything but - ah - you’re made of stone. Like - full on rock.” 

“I am aware of that,” I mumble and look down at her feet. 

So this rejection?

I waited almost a thousand years to find my mate for this? For her to be disgusted by me? 

Have I angered fate by dragging her here without her permission? Does she think me vile?

“Is there another way?” Her question is so quiet. If I wasn’t so highly tuned to the tone of her voice, I would have missed it. 

“It isn’t what you think,” I scramble to explain. “We need not - you know -“ I jab my hand towards her and then at myself. “We just must - you have to -“ I sigh. Gods, I’m an imbecile. “A kiss is all it would take. But the intention behind said kiss must be true.” 

“Seriously?” She laughs and shoves my shoulder. I do not move. I dare not. “True love’s first kiss? That’s how I unlock my witchy power?” Her laugh is infectious and I find myself chuckling along with her. I shrug. I guess that’s one way of looking at it. “But what if I’m - if we’re not -“

“I confess, I have been watching you since you arrived here.” I pause to gauge her reaction. She simply nods, so I continue. Thank the gods she doesn’t activate creeper alert mode. “We are, um, I know. My species can tell.” 

“Wait,” I can almost see the mechanics working in her mind. “If you know that we’re - fated - or whatever, why only approach me now?” Her eyes widen and she swings her gaze to Hedrick before I can answer. “You only want me to fix your pal, huh? You know we are fated to be together, and that I’m a stone witch, but you didn’t come to me before now because you don’t want it.” She takes a step back. 

“No!” I deny, then freeze when I see unshed tears in her eyes. “I mean yes! I mean,”

“I’m not good enough for the man made of stone, I guess. I’ve never been good enough for anyone.” A sob catches in her throat. But her self pity only lasts for a moment. “Sucks for you,” she points at me, “I’m a catch!” She folds her arms across her chest defiantly and sniffs. 

Instinct takes over. 

Bending on one knee at her feet, I take her hips in my hands. She stares straight ahead, but I push on. 

“Beatrix, you are more than enough, I have watched you every night for three months. You do not know how many times I wished I could approach you. Talk to you. Touch you.” I squeeze her a little harder, fearing my concessions will make her pull away from me. “But I could not.” Her eyes slowly lower. “It is against the law. Humans, which is what you are now, may not know about our world. We must not tell them, even when it would save their lives or our own. That is our King’s pleasure.” 

“So why are you telling me now, just to save your friend?” Her eyes meet mine. Tears brim them.  

“That,” I confess with a nod, “but also because I want to know you. I want to - to -“ words fail me as I stand. “I want to pledge my life to you. You are special, not just because you are a stone witch and can save Hedrick’s life, not because we are fated, but because you are special to me in ways my ancient mind can barely process.” Those tears fall, leaving clean tracks down her silken cheeks. I cup her face in my hands and gently wipe them away. “There’s a bond between us, one that is as old as time. It’s written in the stars. That much I believe. But, Beatrix, it does not mean you have to heed the call if you do not want it.” 

The soft-touch of her lips against mine makes my entire body come alive. 

Literally. 

Electricity sparks over my stony skin, peeling away the stone and rock covering me. It turns to fine dust that floats to the floor as I lean into her and wrap my arms around her waist. 

It feels both painful and euphoric at the same time. 

She melts against me as her hands thread through my hair. My entire being trembles with the weight of gravity. I feel her power anchoring me to the Earth, even though my feet no longer touch it. Every inch of me tingles as nerve endings grow, skin forms, and her skin glides against my newly formed skin. 

When I pull away to gasp at all the new sensations, I see Beatrix is encased in power. Mine and hers mix to remove the seal holding back her true power. 

It is glorious.

She is glorious. 

 


Beatrix 

My body feels as though a thousand pins slice across my skin. The feeling is both unpleasant and pleasurable at the same time. I feel something unfurl inside me, something that threatens to tear me apart. Iseyah holds me tight as we float midair, our feet dangling. 

“Wow,” I breathe as I watch blue and red magic swirl around us. 

“Indeed.” I almost choke on air when I look at him. His eyes are almost the same as they were when he was made of stone; light blue with flecks of green. His square jaw is smooth, strong, and the corners of his lips curl up in a beautiful smile. He looks down at me in awe. His eyes are wide and his grip on me is firm. 

“You’re human?” 

“Not quite, but it appears your power decided to make me look like I am.” 

“Did you know that could happen?” He reaches up to run through his hair. 

“No,” we slowly sink back to the floor. “What color is it?” He asks while trying to look up and see. It’s longish, but not long enough to see. 

“Brown, but has red tones in it, like mine.” 

“I’ve never had hair,” he touches his bare chest, “or skin.” He chuckles lightly as his hair continues to grow until it’s chin length. 

“You’re handsome,” I blush and push my hair behind my ear, “I mean, you were handsome before when you were - you know - but now I can really see it. I’m not afraid anymore. Huh,” it’s then that I look behind him. “You’ve still got your wings.” He ruffles them and tucks them tight against his back. “It’s ok, they’re pretty. I mean,” I stumble over my words. “I like them.” I nod. They are kinda cool. The leather is thick and the muscles close to his back look strong. 

“Thanks,” he laughs and blushes a little. “You’re incredible, Beatrix, beyond this world and the next.” 

Now I blush. I’m pretty sure even my toes turn red.

I lean up and he meets me halfway for a sweet kiss. 

“Oh!” I exclaim, “your friend!” I push away from Iseyah and move to Hedrick lying on a large table. His wings half dangle over the edges, massive veins pump blood through his leathery wings. The beat is slow. 

“How do I help him?” Iseyah stands at the Gargoyle’s head and presses his hands on either side of his face. 

“You have to will the wounds to heal.” He looks up at me and smiles. “I will guide you. Take his hand.” 

I slowly lift the clawed hand in both of mine. It’s really heavy. 

“Close your eyes and reach into your core. There, you will find a blue light that swirls. Find it, and demand it to do your bidding.” 

Doing as I’m told, I close my eyes and concentrate. 

“There, I see it. Do you?” He breathes. 

I shake my head but freeze when a swirling mass of blue reaches out to me. I grab hold of it and pull. 

Fix this broken Gargoyle! I demand. It stops swirling and forms itself into the shape of … me. But with no details. The magic tilts its - my - head to the side. Please. I beg. 

I hear a grunt and open my eyes to see that same power flow from my hands to blanket Hedrick in a cocoon. Fascinated, I stare at it seeping into his skin - er - rock, and disappear. I jerk my eyes up to Iseyah. 

“It’s working,” he gasps as the faint thud of Hedrick’s heart grows stronger. Closing my eyes, I seek the power I loosened into him. 

It flows through his body, through cracks in the stone and begins to form new rock in the holes left behind by some sort of projectile. 

Weakness overtakes me and I pull away from Hedrick. 

“Sorry,” Iseyah says, making me look up at him. “I’m pulling your power to speed up the process. But it will leave you weak.” I nod as if I know what he’s talking about and get dizzy. 

Just as Hedrick gasps and sits up, my legs crumple under me. Iseyah leaps over his friend and catches me in his arms just before I hit the floor. 

“What in the ever-living Hell happened here?” Hedrick’s booming voice rattles in my skull. “Iseyah, what did you do?” 

 


Iseyah

“What do we do now?” Beatrix asks while Hedrick stretches out his wings, making the small space even smaller. 

“I don’t know,” I confess. I look down at the rag covering my manhood and desperately wish for some clothing. I don’t want to scare her by walking around naked. “I hadn’t thought past this part.” 

“We must report this to high command.” Hedrick stomps over to the corner we sit in. His feet clomp against the wooden floor. We are silent in the night. Our heavy bodies don’t make a sound as we move around. But in here, I can hear every tiny rock that makes up his body scrape against one another as he moves. 

I look down at my hands. My human hands. The skin on my palms is rough but softer than they were when I was made of rock. I can hardly comprehend how she changed my body into one that could easily pass as human. Beatrix surprises me by reaching out and lacing her fingers through mine. A move that would have been impossible just a few hours ago. 

I savour the feeling. Her skin is so soft against mine. Like the wings of an Angel. 

“We have to get my mum,” she adds, looking at me through her lashes. “She shouldn’t be in that place.” 

“How do you propose we evade our squad to save a human woman, whose life isn’t in danger, when we have broken the cardinal rules of our kind?” Hedrick lowers to a crouch next to me. He stares at Beatrix as though he is frightened of her. But also intrigued. 

She is obviously more powerful than our leaders told us about. 

There isn’t a witch alive that can remove the stone from a Gargoyle. I’ve never heard of such a thing. 

“They will execute all of us if they find out,” I warn them with a squeeze of Beatrix’s hand. “I had planned on erasing your memories and continuing as though this never transpired, but,” I look into her green eyes and know, without a shadow of a doubt, that I cannot, will not, do that. 

“I understand why you won’t do that, brother. So how do we proceed?” The corners of Hedrick’s lips turn down and wetness coats his eyes. It doesn’t take a genius to know why he is sad. 

After all this time, I have found my mate. My fated. And he just learned that his mate is to marry another. Our leader, Godfrey, no less. I lift my hand and place it on his shoulder. It’s cold. 

“We will find a way to survive this, my friend,” I turn to Beatrix who is biting her bottom lip. I love when she does that. My fangs ache. “What are you thinking?”

“The others like you, they don’t know about this, do they?” I shake my head. “Then why not return to normal?” I bite my bottom lip and wince when one of my fangs pokes the soft flesh. 

“You suggest like we act as though the events of this eve never occurred?” Hedrick asks while scratching his head. As Gargoyles, we don’t really have hair. There are bumps carved there to give the illusion of hair, but that is all. I catch him looking at mine with narrowed eyes. I reach up self consciously and try to flatten it. 

“Yes. Go back to - whatever it is that you do - and tomorrow morning we will rescue my mum.” 

“We slumber during the daylight hours. It is our curse.” Hedrick replies then turns to me. “You look disgusting, by the way. I want to vomit.” 

I chuckle, “Thanks.” I shove his shoulder but it’s like pushing against - well - a wall. It seems that not only has my exterior changed, but so have my powers. It seems I have none to speak of. My super strength is no longer available to me. Although, I was able to pull on Beatrix’s power and force it into Hedrick. It weakened her. I don’t like that. I’m half tempted to check if I can regenerate lost limbs but think better of it when I pinch the flesh between my thumb and pointer finger. Ouch. It’s very odd being able to feel. It differs greatly from when I was made of stone. We can feel, but nothing like this. 

Unable to stop myself, I reach out and take a lock of Beatrix’s hair and let the silky strands fall between my fingers. 

“Rein yourself in, brother, there is time for the pleasures of the skin and it is not now.” The mammoth man chuckles. “How were you able to do this, witch?” He frowns then shakes his head. “Er, I apologise. I recant my previous question. Allow me to rephrase.” He clears his throat and presses his hand over his heart. “Miss Stone, how were you able to so drastically change my brother?” 

Her eyes flick to me. I shrug. Who knows what goes on in that mind of his. 

“I’m not sure. When we kissed,” a small tinge of red stains her cheeks as she looks at me then pushes her hair behind her ear, “it just happened. I remember thinking he was strong, too strong. His hold on me was becoming painful.” 

“I’m so sorry.” I take her hand in mine. 

“It’s ok, no harm done. See?” She lifts her t-shirt to show her hip. 

My mouth waters at the sight of her creamy flesh. 

“Good.” I breathe, barely blinking. She giggles which makes my eyes flick to her face. I love that sound. It’s melodic. Enchanting. 

“We could, in fact, do just that.” Hedrick ruins the moment. 

“What do you propose?” I ask.

“As per Miss Stone’s plan,” he nods at her, “we resume our duties as normal. Then, when the moon rises, we rescue the human woman.” 

“We can do this by ourselves, Hedrick, if we get caught, I want you to have no part in this.” I stand and walk to the small window. There isn’t much of the night remaining. Before long, I will have to leave Beatrix alone for more time than I feel comfortable with. 

“Please, call me Beatrix or Bea.” She says kindly to Hedrick. 

“There’s just one problem,” I speak up. They both turn to look at me. “I’m no longer a Gargoyle.” I indicate my body. 

“Easily fixed, brother.” Hedrick stands and clicks his fingers. The door on the left wall appears and he approaches it. “I’ll see you at your perch.” He turns and nods at Beatrix. “Thank you, Miss Stone, for saving my life. I am in debt to you. Consider me your Protector from this day forth.” Turning the handle he adds, “And I will be coming with you to rescue the mother. Godspeed, Miss Stone.” With that, he flings the door open and dives into the night. 

Beatrix gasps and runs to the open door. 

“Oh, wow!” She turns to me with wide eyes. “He’s flying!” I smile and join her. The chilly breeze skirts over my face. The bitter cold makes the end of my nose tingle. 

“Wanna try it?” I ask, taking her waist in my hands and stand behind her. 

“Nope! Nah ah. No thanks. Well,” she turns in my arms to face me. “Maybe another time. Now,” she links her hands behind my neck and stands on the tips of her toes. “About turning you back into a badass.” Her lips meet mine and with it, comes her power. It wraps around my being, reshaping me. I deepen the kiss, not wanting to stop even as my skin turns cold and into stone. When she pulls back, we are both panting. “Be careful, won’t you? And as soon as you wake tomorrow night, come find me. Well,” she walks around me and grips the base of my wings. “You know where I will be.” Almost as if we have done this a thousand times, she pokes her feet into gaps on the backs of my thighs and holds on tight. “Take me home, Iseyah,” 

I smile broadly and lean out of the door. “Hold tight, baby girl,” I jump into the night with her clutched to my back. 

I fly through the darkness with her delighted screams in my ears.

Everything feels the same. Yet so very different at the same time. 

Nothing will ever be the same again. Least of all me. 

 

The end. For now. 
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Birdie and the Beast
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Chapter One 

Four o’clock in the morning. Sitting in the woods. Rain pummelling the canopy of leaves above. I would rather be anywhere but here. But so is the life of a beast master, no matter the day, the weather, the month of the year we have creatures to save, to raise, to feed. 

Did I say, I hate the rain? 

Who am I? My name is Birdie, an apt name for a beast master, really. Well, not really a beast master, not yet. My father is a fully fledged beast master and boy, does he have the scars to prove it. My father keeps telling me I’m a natural, but I don’t see it. I’m seventeen and don’t have my familiar yet. Devon, my best friend, got his when he was twelve. 

I’m a failure, really. 

“Do you see it, Birdie?” my father whispered, breaking the first rule of stakeouts; no talking. 

I narrowed my eyes, squinting through the dark and the rain, my natural low-light vision playing really helpful in the darkness. Slivers of white and silver moving through the trees in the distance, a unicorn. Slender, beautiful, and no way a creature for me. Elegance is not my forte. For most girls, it would be a dream pet; I am not that kind of girl. 

“I see it, father,” I whispered back. 

“Pack up, let’s get home,” he said. 

That was it. Five hours in the rain, in the cold, just to see the unicorn in the trees. Father pulled out a pencil and his old, battered, leather-back journal and made a note. Tracking the rarer creatures was important, just to make sure they were safe and alive. 

We packed up what little gear we had brought and headed back along the trail. Almost an hour later, we were pulling up to our cabin on the outskirts of the state park. I was exhausted, I glanced at my wristwatch. Five-thirty. I had school in a couple hours, was it even worth sleeping? 

“Father, the night runs, I can’t do them on school nights,” I groaned and dumped my grab-bag behind the door. 

“Birdie, how often do you get to see a unicorn?” he asked, his weathered, bearded face breaking into a smile of pure joy at what we had experienced this evening. 

That look of joy was enough to push back the cold and make me realise how important it really was, and how much it meant to him. 

“I wish I was more like you,” I said. I wished I could find the excitement in all the little things like he did, but my lack of familiar was a dark cloud over me. How could I be a real beast master without one? 

“Love, you are far better than I,” my father said. 

I gave him a peck on the cheek before heading to the back of the house where my room was. Past a stand with a sleeping Pogmuffin, a cage with three injured Jarfrankies, and a glass vivarium with a sleeping Grocko. That was just a few of the many beasts that lived in our home; sick, injured, or simply needing a place to stay. That was our home, a refuge. 

But my room, empty—no creatures, no beasts, nothing. Just me and my thoughts. 

::Day 100,000,000 still no familiar:: 

I sent in a message to Devon. A personal joke that we’d had for a while. I laid back on the bed and before I knew it, an alarm was ringing somewhere. I cracked an eye, the clock on my bedside table was flashing seven am. 

Crap. 

I was going to be late for school. 

There was no time for a shower or anything. I have so many marks for late attendance that I can’t afford any more. I don’t want to be in detention again, it’s becoming my second home. 

I grabbed my backpack and ran through the house, shouting a quick goodbye to Father before slamming the door behind me. I ran down the path through the forest to where the trees thin and eventually part to reveal the outskirts of the city. When deep in the forest, it was hard to imagine that civilisation was so close. 

I loved that. 

The forests, the rivers, the animals. It offered a sense of freedom that I could never imagine in the cities. Never could I move there. Even if I never found a familiar, never became a true beast master, I would still live there. 

A yellow school bus cruised down the road, it circled the edges of the woodlands, picking up all the other beast master children that lived in the trees. I climbed on, Devon was already there. I could see his deer-like ears, poking out from beneath his cap. 

He was pretty; well for a boy. Like all beast masters, he had deer-like ears, perfect for picking up sound, well-tanned skin and deep-brown hair. All of which acted as natural camouflage. Unlike me, he had piercing, green eyes, while mine were a dull and boring brown. As always, his head was buried in a book. 

“Move over, you’re taking up the whole seat,” I said. 

He stayed quiet. 

“Don’t pretend like you don’t hear me, your ears are better tuned than mine,” I said. 

With a smirk he turned to look at me. 

“Morning, Birdie babe,” he said, a charming smile breaking his face. 

“Don’t call me that, that’s why people think we are dating,” I said as I dropped myself into the seat beside him. 

He was pretty, and fun but I’m gay. I have known for years; boys, they just don’t do it for me. My eyes are drawn to the wolf girls, beast master and a wolf, how cliché can I be. Something about the more raucous, rough and tumble girls always suited me. 

“Where’s Sorrell?” I asked. 

Sorrell was Devon’s familiar. A Beabeetrice, a small bird almost like a hummingbird but they had a call that could mimic other creatures. A good creature to help hunt for others.

“At home. I had my third warning from school. No more familiars. Apparently, mum had no luck convincing them that it was essential as a beast master in training,” Devon said with a shrug. 

That was Devon, always trying to break the rules. Familiars had once been allowed but when a horse-type familiar had done severe damage to the school hallways the rules had changed. 

There was a gentle hiss as the bus moved off. 

When it pulled up at the large school building on the other side of town the noise levels grew, it was almost deafening to my delicate hearing, not that anyone else cared. Everyone shouted and jostled to get off the bus. 

Any human onlookers would see nothing but a normal gaggle of students, the wards around the school kept us hidden from the naked eye. I could tell the vampires from the werewolves, from the witches and shapeshifters, but to the humans we looked nothing but normal. I could only imagine what I would look like with human ears. 

It was a normal high school feel, at least like they show on the TV when my father will let me watch it. In the carpark, there were numerous cliques: the vampire girls—cheerleaders, the werewolf boys—the jocks of the school, the witches giggled together in groups. Rarely did the groups mix. Well, apart from the outcasts. They lived life under the bleachers, it was a no-go zone for anyone who wanted any school rep. 

I stayed clear. Well clear. A beast master without a familiar was stigma enough. 

“Another day of learning,” Devon said, nudging me before heading up the stairs. 

“Bring it on,” I whispered. 

 


Chapter Two

So, I missed the bus. Again. A long night in the forest and I’d fallen asleep in detention, one I got for falling asleep in class. The training for my role in life encroached on my learning; again. 

I could have called my father but he would just lecture me on the importance of beast master training vs schooling. I loved school, I loved learning; but I also wanted to pass the beast master trials. 

At least on these walks I felt freedom. I didn’t have to think about my destiny, my lack of familiar, the upcoming beast master trials. Instead, I could just be me, just for an hour. 

Hands deep in my jeans I walked down one of the main shopping plazas; with my glamour in place I looked like any other seventeen-year-old kid. No one looked at me, I liked that. I stopped at the coffee shop for a frappuccino, then browsed the video game store before I finally decided to head home. 

::I’m about to head out for a run in the forest, want to join?:: Devon messaged.

::I’m not home yet. Got stuck doing the long walk:: I said. 

This wasn’t the first time that it had happened to me. 

::Want me to grab my Ma’s ride and pick you up?:: Devon replied. 

My phone was in my hand but before I could reply, something caught my attention. A whispering, seeming like it was far away. I raised my head, looking up and down the street. Nothing. I shook my head and looked down to my phone. That’s when it came again. 

I looked up. No humans nearby, those close were talking at normal volume. No supes that I could feel. That’s when I realized that it wasn’t someone talking, it was someone talking into my mind. My breath caught in my throat; there weren’t a lot of supes or creatures with that ability; 

I stopped in the street and closed my eyes. I tried to cut out the sounds on the street, the people, the cars, just focusing on the whispering in the back of my mind. It was like reaching for a balloon as it slowly slipped away. 

Come on, focus, concentrate.

~Hello, Birdie,~ came the voice suddenly and as clear as day.

The image of a purple eye, with a slit down the middle came to my mind. 

~Hello,~ I said tentatively back. 

There was nothing immediately, no reply. I reached out again, eager to find who, or what, had reached out to me. 

~Hello, who are you?~ I asked. 

Instead of words, I felt something like a longing, a need. I glanced over the road, it was a pet shop. I quickly crossed the road and headed inside. I loved animals, but this was never a place I had tread before, I didn’t really know how to deal with mundane animals. That’s not what my race specialised in. 

A bell dinged as the door opened. The atmosphere changed instantly. The autumnal warmth gave way to an almost tropical atmosphere. The entrance to the shop was filled with bags and bags of different animal food, bedding, toys; everything you would need for a mundane pet. But as I reached the back, there was a door the heat seemed to be emanating from. 

I pushed open the black-glass door and a wall of thick, humid warmth hit me. Beyond, there were large, green plants around the room which was made up of walls of vivariums. The door closed behind me. I slowly walked through the maze of glass-fronted cases, looking at all the creatures inside. So many mundane animals. 

~Hello?~ I said, reaching out again. 

Nothing. No reply. 

I sighed. Maybe I was just going crazy after all. The lack of sleep and the increase in schoolwork was probably starting to have some effect on my brain. I was about to turn to leave when something caught my eye. 

An iguana. The large creature perched on the rock looked almost normal until I caught sight of the vibrant purple eyes. 

“It was you,” I whispered as I placed my hand against the case. 

It didn’t respond in any way. Instead, it just sat there on the log, watching me. 

~Hello, can you hear me?~ 

At this point, I was just desperate to know that I wasn’t going crazy. The lizard turned to look at me, its prominent, lilac eyes seemed somewhat ancient and tired. I crouched there, just watching the lizard.

Before I could really think things through, I had bought the lizard and the whole vivarium setup. I hadn’t had the money, so instead, I put it on Father’s credit card. The one he gave me for emergencies. 

I sat in the cab home, boxes around me on the seats. The lizard was just sitting there, lazily chewing on a green leaf. It wasn’t until the cab was pulling up the dirt track towards our land that my actions had started to sink in. I had just spent a couple hundred dollars on my father’s card. How the hell was I going to explain this to him? 

The cab stopped at the gate. I didn’t need the rumbling of the engine bringing it to my father’s attention, not until I had thought of some reason for my actions. It took three trips back and forth to get everything in. I paid the cabbie and he reversed down the dirt drive. 

I slipped in through the back door as quietly as I could. In my room, I went about setting up the vivarium. It was so large, I wasn’t sure how I could hide this from my father. The excitement and panic was making a churning sickness in the depth of my stomach. 

This was so stupid. 

When the cage was finally set up, I placed the iguana inside. It sat there on the log, just looking back at me. 

~What’s your name?~ 

Nothing. Silence. 

What had I done? 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

The next day after school, I rushed home. I needed to feed my new pet. Luckily, Father was so busy looking after the menagerie that already occupied our home that he hadn’t noticed one more. The beauty of being a beast master was a fridge full of food for pretty much every animal under the sun. 

After food, I snuck some salad leaves from the animal stores and slipped back into my room. There, the lizard—still unnamed—turned to look at me. While it had yet to say another word to me, there was something about those lilac eyes, they kept drawing me back. 

“Hey, buddy, a little something for you,” I said as I placed the greens next to him.

I stood in front of the tank again, just watching the beast. 

~Please do something, anything~

Was I so desperate for a familiar that I had gone and bought myself a pet. I dropped to the floor propping my chin up on my hands. I was a mess. With finals at school approaching and my beast master trials, it was no wonder. 

::I think I’ve done something stupid. Come over?:: 

I sent the message to Devon and tossed my phone back on the bed. I was already trying to figure out what I was going to do about this. Sooner or later, Father was going to find out how much I had spent and he was going to go mad. It was more than my allowance in six months. 

There was a creak as my door opened. Panic flooded me, I grabbed my bedsheet and tossed it over the tank. My heart was thudding so hard, as I turned to find Devon stood there in the doorway, his brows in a questionable quirk. 

“Someone’s a little tetchy,” Devon said. 

“Thank God, it’s you. Get in here and close the door,” I said, indicating for him to come in and close the door behind him. 

“It must be bad,” Devon said with a chuckle. 

“It is, my father is going to kill me,” I said, dragging my hands down over my face. 

“What did you do?” Devon asked. 

I sighed and dragged the bedsheet off the tank, the lizard just flicked its tongue out like it was nonplussed about what had just happened. 

“What the hell is it?” Devon asked. 

“It’s an iguana, I was tired and I swore it was talking to me in the pet shop, so I bought it… with my father’s credit card,” I said. 

“You what? Oh God, he’s going to kill you,” Devon said, as he got closer and looked closely at the iguana. “How much did it cost?”

“About six months’ allowance, or the price of the car Father was going to get me,” I said. 

“Shit, Birdie, what the hell?” Devon said. 

“I know… I don’t know what to do,” I said. 

Sorrell was hovering in the tank, the small bird investigating the newest addition. Its tiny wings moving so fast they were a red blur. 

“Can you return it?” Devon asked. 

“Nope. Once bought, that’s it, unless I can sell it,” I said. I dragged my hands through my hair and dropped myself onto the bed. 

“I’ll ask some of my friends, see if they want to buy an iguana. What have you called it, anyway?” Devon asked. 

“I haven’t,” I said. 

“Good luck, girl, your Dad’s going to flip,” he said. 

I had called him hoping for some sort of support but instead, he had done nothing at all. I was feeling no more relaxed, just a little more stupid. I didn’t know why I expected him to understand. He had his familiar and had for a while. Whereas, at this rate, I would be undertaking the trials alone. I’d never heard of anyone doing that before. 

Maybe Father wouldn’t send me for them. Could I retake them later? Or was it a one-shot sort of thing? I could feel the panic in my chest, my breathing coming faster and faster until I wasn’t drawing in oxygen. 

“Slow breaths. Deep breaths. Come on, calm down. It’s not the end of the world,” Devon said. 

Says you. The one with the familiar, the one who’s going to pass his trials. 

“Birdie, come on, copy me,” he said. 

I forced my anger at him away and instead, followed his breathing. Slow and steady. After what felt like an age, I could feel air finally reaching my lungs, the burning started to ease a little and my heart returned to a normal rhythm. 

“That’s it, let me get you a drink,” he said. 

Devon stood up and headed out of the room, I watched him depart and the door close behind him. I could feel the tears prickling at the corners of my eyes. I felt so stupid, but also so left behind. My eyes were drawn back to the Iguana. 

“Stupid Lizard,” I said. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

The world felt so different when you were looking down on it. I was high in the sky, I could feel the wind rushing through my hair, the cold air stinging my cheeks and biting at my lips, but it was a freedom that I had never felt.

I looked down at the city below me. It was nightfall, the sun disappearing over the horizon. I could make out the lines of the roads, and slowly, lights were appearing in the houses. I had never seen the world like this before. 

Suddenly, we’re flying again. Large, scaled wings either side of me forcing down the air, keeping us in the sky. The dragon was huge, emerald-green scales beneath my fingers, they were smooth to the touch, iridescent in the fading light of the day. 

Never had I flown before, not a creature, not an airplane. There were only a handful of creatures capable of carrying a person and they weren’t ones that my father would let me near. Dragons were so rare I wasn’t even sure that my father had seen one before. Where I had found one to ride, I had no idea. 

It was a dream that all beast masters shared. The ability to find the rarest creature they could. 

The dragon dipped its head. Its large, scaled wings pointed downward as we soared towards the floor. As the wind hit my face, I couldn’t help but whoop with excitement, it was the most freeing experience. 

We went barrelling towards the ground, the thousands of tiny lights growing closer and closer. My breath caught in my throat as I imagined how hard we were going to hit the floor. 

Then suddenly, the dragon extended its wings. Air caught the underside of the scaly wings and sent us back into the inky, black sky. The stars and moon above us, the lights below. I was caught in the world in between. A world seen by very few. I felt blessed

At the moment, there were no more trials, no more familiar issues, it was just me and my dragon. I felt at peace. 

The dragon turned its long, scaled neck to look at me with one huge, lilac eye. 

I blinked and I was in my room, lying on my bed facing the ceiling. I tried to grab fragments of the memory, the feeling of the wind in my hair, the scales under my fingers, but it dwindled away like water in cupped hands. It was a dream, the whole thing was a dream. 

Disappointment settled on me like a blanket, encompassing all parts of me. I rolled over in bed, wrapping myself in my duvet like a caterpillar. It just made me want to stay in my bed, never leaving. 

At least today wasn’t a school day. I legitimately could spend the whole day in bed and risk nothing.

“Come on, Birdie, time for chores,” came Father’s gruff call through the door. It was as if he could read my mind. That was a scary thought. 

I groaned and threw the sheet from me. He couldn’t have allowed me even a few minutes to sulk. The downside of being a beast master, there was always work to be done. 

I climbed from my bed and grabbed my work clothes from the dresser. Showers were a waste of time in the morning, by the time we had dealt with the animals I would be covered in layers of grime, sweat, food, and shit. One of the most glorious jobs in the world. 

“I made you breakfast,” Father said gruffly as he pointed in the direction of the table, before he returned to the stack of papers. 

My father had always been a gruff and to the point man, I knew he loved me. He showed it in his own way. When Ma had died, he had been there for me, and everyday since. He had never even really known how to cook before but he had made sure he had so that I had a good diet. 

This morning it was simple bacon and eggs. I knew when I had finished mid-morning we would go for pancakes. It was the same every Saturday, it was my favorite day of the week. It was the one time me and Father had together when we didn’t talk about trials or beasts. It was just me and him. 

“Ready to go?” he asked 

I nodded. I grabbed the flask of tea and followed behind him. We jumped in the large Land Rover and headed from the ranch house. While we had what felt like a hundred animals in our house that was barely anything. Hidden in the trees of the forest was the beast master academy. A large ranch, many times bigger than ours where beasts of all size and type were born, bred, cared for, and returned to the wild. It was their job to stop humans from wiping these races out. 

“Morning, Birdie,” Devon said as we pulled into the yard. I waved back. Like all young beast masters from this town our lives surrounded this yard, and would do for as long as we lived here. 

Father was ahead of me. Already, he was telling one of the other beast masters about the unicorn in the woods. A wad of cash changed hands, no doubt there was some sort of bet on it. There usually was. 

“Has your dad found out about… you know what?” Devon whispered. 

“Shut up,” I snapped quietly. 

These ears let us hear so much more than normal, Devon knew that and was just being an asshole. I glared at him. 

A large part of the morning was spent mucking out stables and cages. There were so many large creatures here at the academy that it was always all hands on deck. It’s one of the things I loved about myself, I had strong arms and a well-toned body from the years of heavy lifting. 

The sound of a powerful engine came into hearing range. I turned to see a large Land Rover coming down the winding path into the crater where the academy was. I recognised the logo on the side, it was for the research centre in town. The academy had a close relationship with them, we provided them with samples from the creatures, collected in a humane way, from toxins, to excrement, and skin sheds. Anything to help further scientific exploration. 

The vehicle stopped by the main entrance, not that there was a receptionist or anything like that. The doors opened and people stepped out. Three of them I had seen in school. They looked around wide-eyed, noses scrunched at the smell. Not many who weren’t beast masters ever came here. 

One of them was a were-girl. Allison. She was pretty, dark hair, bright-yellow eyes. She caught my eye, and smiled, her pronounced canines obvious. I gave a slight wave. Had she seen me looking? I put my head down and got back to work, warmth flooding my cheeks. 

Pull it together, Birdie

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

After the work at the academy and the pancakes with my father, I headed home. Usually, I would spend the afternoon with Devon at the movies, but today, I had a lot of homework to catch up on. As long as I passed my trial, I would end up at the academy, but that didn’t stop my wanting to learn. 

Unlike Devon I liked to learn. My interests spanned past the job that I was made to do. While my father had already saved a place for me at the academy, there were parts of me that wanted to leave this town and explore the world. Mistwood Falls had always been a safe haven for the supes but to me, it was boring. There wasn’t anything left to explore, no adventures to be had. 

While I tried to focus on my homework, all I could think about was that dream. The feeling of flying so freely; it had felt so real. I didn’t have a care in the world, it was just me and that dragon, that dragon with the lilac eyes. Even in my dreams, I couldn’t escape the reminder of my mistake. 

I looked at the lizard in the cage, still just sat there and watching me. That’s all it seemed to do. 

I sighed.

Maybe I could sell it to someone at school, not that I would trust a lot of people to look after it and I couldn’t risk it getting hurt. 

“I should name you,” I said as I peered into the cage. “I can’t just keep calling you lizard. So, what shall I call you?” 

I tapped my lip a few times. 

“Fletcher?… No, that’s not a lizard name,” I said. 

Now, I was feeling a little mad, just talking to myself. 

“Drake, I’ll call you Drake,” I said, a small smile on my lips. 

With that decided, I headed back to my bed and grabbed my homework, resting the book on my knees. I picked up the pencil and tried to focus. I did a couple of equations on the math homework but it took me far longer than it should. 

~Drake~

A voice echoed in my head. I looked up, my eyes shot to the iguana. My heart was beating so hard in my chest that it hurt. I threw the book to the side and shot to the tank, on my knees before it. 

~Yes, Drake. Do you like that?~

I thought the words, urging them to be read. I knew that I wasn’t losing the plot, I knew that I had heard something before. Those lilac eyes seemed to glow, Drake watched me. His eyes seemingly tracking mine. 

~Yes~ 

The words came into my mind, the voice different from my own. That’s how I knew it wasn’t mine. 

~What are you?~ I thought. 

There was no answer, not like before. Instead, Drake wandered off down his log and started eating from the bowl. I couldn’t understand what the hell was happening; why it was talking to me one minute, and the next, it was radio silence. 

I sat back on my haunches and just watched as he tore bits off the leaves and chewed them lazily. I was on edge waiting for it to talk to me again. It didn’t. An hour I sat there, just praying it would say something. I tried over and over to prompt it, but it had nothing to say. 

This couldn’t be a normal iguana. 

When my father was sleeping, I headed out to the library—that being a corner of the dining room that was full of books, all of them about animals. I had spent my entire life looking at the battered shelf of books. They were all well-read, bent pages, dirt-laden; all had seen the ground at some point. They had saved many creatures’ lives. 

“What are you looking for?” my father said gruffly from behind me. 

I turned on the spot, my heart hammering in my chest. I had been caught. My brain was running through all of the lies that I could tell him. My palms grew sweaty. 

“Oh… uh… I was just looking at some books. Trying to learn some stuff for the trials,” I said.

“That’s a good idea. The more that you know the better,” he said. “You should try Oldson’s, his is filled with lots of different things; lots of obscure things that they may ask,” Father said. 

I reached up and grabbed Oldson’s manual off the shelf, it may have what I want. 

“What’s the best book for reptilian creatures? I feel like I may be lacking in that department,” I said. 

“Oh… Viceroy’s Directory. He specialized in anything with scales,” Father said. 

“Thanks, Father,” I said as I reached up and grabbed that book. 

“You’re welcome,” he said, before heading out of the screen door. 

I took the books and headed back to my room. Drake had left his tank and was currently perched on my bed, lazily chewing and staring out the window. Well, at least now I knew that he could move like that. 

“Hey, Drake,” I said as I perched on the bed next to him. 

I flipped open Viceroy’s and started to skim through the pages. It was about six hundred pages thick, very few pictures and small writing. It was going to take me a while. 

What are you?

I thought as I looked over to my new companion. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Today had sucked. Devon was off sick which meant I spent most of my day alone. Beast masters were a small group in this town and also treated like outcasts. I hated it. 

I headed down the main stairs, my books clutched in my hand. There were footsteps all around me and the sound of laughter. The noise everywhere was overwhelming. I didn’t hear the danger before it was upon me. Someone came up directly behind me, shoving me hard. 

I shrieked as I went flying forward three stairs and landed with a sickening crack on the stone floor. Pain shot up through my arm, my wrist instantly throbbing. 

There was a thundering of footsteps as three guys went running down the corridor. They were, no doubt, the culprit, but I couldn’t focus on anything but the pain in my wrist. 

“It was those asshole jocks,” a voice came from beside me. 

I looked up to see Allison, from the academy the other day. She was crouched beside me, real concern shone from her beautiful, topaz eyes. 

“Of course, it was,” I grumbled to myself. The jock werewolves seemed to have it out for the beast masters, it was like a natural rivalry.

I pushed myself up with my hand. Allison took my elbow, helping me to my feet. I didn’t really need the help but I liked the feel of her hand on me. I sent an electric tingling across my skin, which distracted from the pain in my other wrist. 

Allison gently took my pained wrist, her touch was so gentle. 

“I think it may be broken. We need to get you to the nurse’s office,” she said, as she picked up my bags and books from the floor. 

“Thanks, you don’t need to come with me. I don’t want them picking on you for hanging out with a beast master,” I said honestly. 

“I don’t care. Come on,” she said. 

We walked down the corridor to the nurse’s office. When we arrived, she made me sit on the bed. I expected Allison to leave my stuff and head back to class, but instead, she perched on the bed next to me. Her closeness was comforting. 

“Your name’s Birdie, isn’t it?” Allison asked. 

“Yeah, and you’re Allison,” I said. She nodded. I felt instantly stupid. 

It was just then when the nurse came in. After a quick check over my wrist, she gave me a shot of potion, one which would speed the healing in my bones and took the time to splint my wrist. It was only a partial fracture, so she wasn’t worried. When that was done, she sent us on our way. 

“So, it’s only half an hour until the end of school. How about we get out of here early? Maybe we could get a coffee,” she said. 

What?  

She had already taken me to the nurse. Half the school had seen her helping me. Now, she wanted to go out somewhere with me. A selfish part of me was screaming yes, but the other part of me wanted to tell her to leave to preserve any rep she still might have. 

“Sure, sounds great,” I said. 

The selfish side won. 

We left the school and went to the chain coffee shop just down from the school. It would mean once the buses turned up we could still get our buses home. After taking my order, she insisted on buying. We took our drinks and grabbed a table in the window. 

“I saw you at the academy on the weekend,” Allison said, a slight blush appearing on her cheeks. 

“Yeah, what were you doing there? Are you one of the research groups?” I asked. 

“Oh, no. I want to become a vet for the mythical creatures,” she said. 

I felt my eyebrows shoot up in shock. I immediately brought them back down so I didn’t look like a damn cartoon character. It was rare that any of the other races had an interest in the creatures at the academy. Most races taught their young that it wasn’t their job. 

“Oh… wow,” I said. They were the only words I could manage at the moment and didn’t I feel dumb saying them. 

“I know it’s weird, but my parents support me. They would rather I do what makes me happy,” she said, brushing her hair over her shoulder. 

“Well, if you have any questions you can always ask me. I have been learning about animals since I was born. My house is a menagerie,” I said. 

“That sounds so cool. We have a dog, but nothing interesting,” she said. 

“Well, why don’t you come over? I could show you some of the animals, we could do homework and I can answer any of your questions,” I said. 

The words came tumbling from my mouth and I instantly felt sick. Why the hell had I done that? Why the hell had I invited her to my house? She was going to reject me, I was going to feel pathetic and she would go and tell all of her friends what I had said. 

“Sorry, I can’t tonight—” she started. 

“OhitwasastupidquestionIshouldn’thaveasked,” I said, the words coming out in one breath. 

“...but I could tomorrow,” she said with an amused smile. 

My face flushed hot, I knew that it would be bright-red. I grabbed my coffee and took some deep drinks trying to hide my face. 

“You are too cute,” she said. Suddenly, she looked back over her shoulder at people flooding down the school steps. “Come on, we better get going.” 

Before I could process her telling me that I was cute, we were leaving the coffee shop and heading to the buses. It wasn’t until I was sitting there, looking at the ugly, grey seat in front of me when my brain processed it.

She said I was cute. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

I was walking on clouds when I got back home. The fact that a girl I liked thought I was cute. I was probably looking too deeply into it. She probably didn’t think I was cute in the same way I thought she was cute, but I was going to enjoy this feeling. 

I all but skipped into the house. That was, until I saw my father standing there, the look on his face was pure anger. 

“Four Hundred Dollars!” he shouted. 

His voice was loud enough that it felt like the house was shaking. I swallowed hard. 

Oh no. 

I opened and closed my mouth three or four times but nothing. No lies. No truths. Not even a whimper. I had never seen my father this angry before. 

“Birdie? Are you going to give me an explanation as to why you’ve spent $400 on your EMERGENCY credit card?” he demanded. “Something was talking to me I thought it was something big like a familiar,” this time the words came gushing out in fear.

“Birdie, stop. Take a breath and tell me at a speed I can understand,” Father said, the volume and severity of his voice dropping a little. 

“The iguana was talking to me telepathically. I thought… I thought…,” I stopped and sighed, dragging my hand through my hair. “I thought that the iguana might be something, that it might be my familiar. So, I bought it. I knew I shouldn’t… but I had to. I can’t stand being this disappointment,” I said, my shoulders dropping and my eyes focused on the ground. I felt like a fucking disappointment. I was seventeen. I should have my familiar now, I should be a better beast master. I hadn’t ever had a damn girlfriend. I was worthless. 

On top of that, my wrist was hurting again. 

I looked to my father. His face had softened, there was sadness in his eyes as he grabbed me and pulled me into a huge hug. I couldn’t remember the last time he had hugged me like this. I softened into the hug, wrapping my arms around my father and holding him as the tears started to flood down my face. The pressure of everything had been hiding beneath the surface and now it was free, and I somewhat felt better with it. 

“I’m sorry I let you down, Father,” I said through huge, ugly sobs. 

“You haven’t let me down, Birdie, you could never let me down,” he said, his huge hand running down my hair. 

I pulled back, rubbing the streaming tears from my face with the sleeve of my good hand. I subtly pulled the sleeve of my broken wrist down over the splint. I didn’t want the questions right now.

“Alright, how about you show me this creature?” Father suggested. 

I nodded a little and we walked down the corridor to my room. I pulled the sheet off the vivarium that I had been using to try and disguise it. Drake was sat there, as usual chewing on his food. 

Father knelt down in front of the cage and started inspecting him. I could hear the hmm’s from him before he started talking to himself. It was so quiet and under his breath that I could only make out the odd word and nothing that was overly helpful.

“You say it talked to you?” Father asked. 

“It talked to me telepathically. I was outside of the shop and I could hear it calling into my mind,” I said. 

“Has it happened here? Could the shopkeeper have been a supe and was scamming you to sell it?” Father asked. 

I felt stupid that I had never even considered that. I had been that desperate to find my familiar that I had walked into a shop and bought a $400 dollar pet without really even questioning it. 

“Yeah, it has. Its name is Drake, I asked it and it agreed,” I said. 

“Interesting,” Father said as he tapped his chin. “I may need to do some research.” 

That shocked me. I expected him to have the answers for me straight away, but he didn’t. My father was much more knowledgeable than me and if he didn’t know something, that raised major questions with me. 

“I’ll keep reading through some of the books that I have here,” I said as I pointed to the ones I had borrowed from Father’s library. 

“Yeah, I will head down to the library at the academy and see what they have down there,” Father said. 

“You really don’t know if it could a be a supernatural creature?” I asked. 

“I have a few ideas but I want to check them out before I make suggestions,” Father said. He was always the person who liked to know whether he was right before he said anything. “Don’t get too excited, Birdie, it could still just be an Iguana.” 

I nodded. I couldn’t lie to myself, I was excited at the prospect that this creature could be something else. I forced myself to take a deep breath and quell the excitement. At least until my father had done some research.

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Since yesterday, my father had been extra nice to me. He’d cooked me a special breakfast that was usually reserved for birthdays, and he’d just checked in a lot to see if I was alright. It was odd, but it was nice. My father hadn’t been neglectful, but he had never been good at dealing with emotions. 

I was enjoying the change, at least for now. We had spent dinner discussing different reptilian creatures and the possibility that if this creature was a mythical one then it could be my familiar. That was if I bonded with it. 

A knock on the door of the house instantly dragged my thoughts away from the situation and onto the current situation. Allison was at my house. She was standing on the other side of my front door. Here at my house. I took a deep breath as I walked up and turned the handle. I tried to force away the nerves and gave her a huge smile as I opened the door. 

“Allison, so good to see you,” I said. 

She stepped into my house. She had the biggest smile on her face. 

“Thank you so much for having me around. Your house is so cool,” she said as she glanced around. There were lots of different animals craning to look at the visitor, some in their cages others roaming free.

Beast masters had the natural ability to connect with creatures, therefore allowing them to free roam was easy. We could show them where to use the bathroom, even convince them not to fight. We could communicate with them with no words needed. It was a natural talent, one that couldn’t be taught. 

I showed Allison around the house, introducing her to the different creatures in the menagerie. She asked questions, we laughed, she told me all of the research she had done and asked me to correct her knowledge. At first, I had been concerned that she was trying to make a fool of me, that she was going to pull some prank. But now, I was seeing she was genuine. 

“Who knows about your career path?” I asked as I poured us both a glass of juice. 

“No-one at school, really. Only those looking at the science track and that was only because I was put in a different group when we visited the academy,” she said with a shrug. 

“I get it. It will give you a bad rep,” I said. 

She nodded. 

“I don’t know why I care, really. I know what I am doing is right, and I know most of those assholes will go on to live off Daddy’s fortune and do nothing with their lives. But at the same time…,” she paused. 

“You want to be accepted,” I finished. 

“I did. Things are changing. I am getting bored with being who others think I am. I just want to be me,” she said, she nodded as she did. As if she was trying to convince herself that that was the right thing. 

“You want to meet my pet Drake?” I asked, changing the subject. 

“Yeah, please,” she said. 

We went into my room. It was nice not to have to cover his cage anymore. He perched there, watching her as she came close. I told her all about how I found him, she listened and smiled. She was actually interested in what I had to say. 

That was nice. 

It was nice to talk to someone that wasn’t Devon for a change. 

Before I knew it, we were both perched side-by-side on my bed, backs leaning against the wall chatting about anything and everything. Drake laid lazily over our legs enjoying the scratching we were giving him. 

“Oh shit, I need to go. I need to be home in twenty minutes,” she said, jumping from the bed. 

“You need me to drive you?” I asked. 

“Please,” she said. 

We raced to get in the truck and I sped down the dirt track until it hit the road. Luckily, I knew these trails like the back of my hand. I had spent most of my young life on ATVs, or creatures, riding through them. I brought the speed down on the main roads but still rushed to make sure I got her home in time. I reached her house with five minutes to spare. 

“Can we do this again?” she asked. 

“Of course. I had a great night,” I said. 

Before I knew what was happening, she leant over and placed a kiss on my lips. Her lips were soft and tender and tasted faintly of her mint gum. Then she pulled away before I could say anything. She hopped from the car and went running to her front door. 

What the hell had just happened? 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

All through school the next day, I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t think about anything but that kiss. I had tried to get Allison alone to talk but Devon was sticking to me like glue. I couldn’t shake him off, not even for a minute. He was too busy talking about… well, everything. Everything that didn’t really concern me right now. 

All I needed was to talk to Allison. 

It wasn’t just Devon. I was sure she was avoiding me. The few times I had caught her in the hall, I had given her a slight wave. She had blushed, panicked, and left. 

Was she regretting what she had done? 

Most likely. 

I tried to ignore it. Why kiss someone and then pretend not to know them? The more she ignored me and walked away, the more annoyed I got. I wasn’t someone to get angry, I was more relaxed. I was more like my mother than my father. 

It was mid-afternoon when I finally got her alone. I had ducked away from Devon to use the bathroom and it just so happened to be the one that she was in. 

“Allison. What happened last night?” I asked. I got straight to the point, I didn’t want to risk her making any excuses. 

“We hung out and talked,” she said. She didn’t turn to look at me, she just kept doing her makeup in the mirror. 

“You know what I mean,” I said before dropping my voice, “the kiss.” 

Instantly, her cheeks flushed red. She shoved her lipstick in her bag and went for the door. 

“I was nothing. Nothing happened. It’s… nothing happened,” she said, faltering before she left the room. 

I stood there in her wake, just looking at the closed door. 

I felt like my heart had shattered into a million pieces. It wasn’t like I had fallen in love and was going to die, but there was a part of me that, just for a moment, made me feel like something was going to be alright. But it wasn’t. 

I used the bathroom and headed back to Devon feeling somewhat despondent. I had gotten ahead of myself. Overthinking everything. Again. It seemed to be the one thing in life that I was good at. 

“Are you alright?” Devon asked, his brows furrowed. 

“I will be. I always am,” I said. I sighed, forcing all the anger and hate down, forcing the sorrow and the love loss down. I pushed away all of the negative emotions. I didn’t need them. I didn’t want them. 

“Something happen?” he asked. 

“Nothing worth talking about,” I said as my eyes were drawn to Allison talking with her friends on the other side of the corridor. “Are you ready for your trials?” 

“No. Not at all. My parents keep jumping out at me, asking me questions. I was in the bathroom this morning, having my morning piss, and my Dad was shouting questions about Buckabee venom in potion making. I could have cried,” he said, his head rolling back as he groaned. 

“You will do fine. You are a natural. Plus, when you take the physical, you will have Sorrell at your side, just remember what he can do and you’ll be fine,” I said. 

The trials were undertaken with your familiar, a creature that would be bonded to you until one of you died. It was a connection stronger than anything else. It’s why I envied him. Just the want to have a connection with something or someone. 

I sighed again. 

“You are sighing a awful lot lately,” Devon said to me with a quirked brow. 

“Oh, shut up,” I said, nudging him playfully. 

My phone chimed in my pocket. I fished it out, looking at the message from Father. 

::Come home quick. There is something wrong with Drake:: 

“Shit!” I swore. 

Without a word to Devon, I ran off down the corridor. I needed to get home quickly. There were no buses until the end of school, I had left my truck at home, I would have to get a cab. That would take forever. 

Before I could think twice I ran to Allison. 

“Have you got a car today?” I asked, I knew sometimes her dad let her borrow his car. 

“Yeah, I do,” she said. While she was trying to act disgruntled, I could see the worry and care in her eyes. 

“Can you drop me home? Something is wrong with Drake,” I said. 

“Umm, yeah, come on,” she said. 

The whole act was dropped and instead, she was racing with me to the exit of the school, leaving her friends very confused in her wake. When we approached the car, I jumped into the passenger seat and she sped from the school car park. 

I had messaged Father multiple times trying to find out what was happening but he wasn’t replying. I could feel a sickness churning in my stomach. I was trying to work out all the things that I could have done wrong. Was it the wrong food? Had I washed it enough? Had I given him the right bedding? I was so filled with panic. I should have talked to Father sooner. I should have told him everything. 

“No one knows I’m gay,” Allison blurted out. Breaking the silence between us. 

“What?” I asked. 

“The reason I have been acting so weird. No one knows I like women. After I went in last night, I freaked myself out. What if my parents hated me because I’m gay? What would my friends say? I wanted to talk to you all day, but then you tried to talk to me and I freaked out. I’m so sorry,” she said. 

“Why are you telling me now?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. We are alone. I feel terrible and I don’t want you to hate me because I actually really like you,” Allison said. 

I nodded a little. 

“Can we talk about this? I really want to, just I can’t think straight when something is wrong with Drake,” I said. I couldn’t focus on her words because all I could think about was what was happening at home. 

“Sure,” she said. “You really love that lizard, don’t you?” 

“I really do,” I said, feeling really confused at the depth of hurt and panic I felt at the idea of him being sick.

I felt as the car accelerated and we started speeding towards home. 

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Allison’s car had barely come to a stop in the driveway when I threw myself out of the passenger seat and went running into the house. My heart was pounding as I was thinking of all of the bad things that could have happened in the time since my father’s message. 

“Father!” I shouted. “Father!” 

“Out here!” he shouted from the back of the house. 

I went tearing through the house into the back room where we kept all the creatures’ medical supplies. There were so many in the house that we needed the supplies in case anything happened. 

There on the bed in the middle of the room was Drake, he looked limp. His usual-green scales had faded to a dull green. His emerald colors had been completely lost. I could feel the panic rising in my chest. 

“What’s happening?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. I went into your room and found him like this. I’ve hydrated him. In a basic iguana, the scale change would mean they were shedding. But they don’t usually respond like this and become so weak,” he said. 

“What can we do?” I asked, I needed him to be ok. It was the first creature that I had ever had that was mine, even if it was a pet. 

“I don’t know. I’ve set him up with an IV for fluids and taken some blood which I sent down to the academy. Until they message me back, I have no idea,” my father said. 

I felt useless. 

If my father couldn’t do anything, there was no way that I could. I would have to just sit here and watch. At least until the blood came back. 

“Do you want me to read through some of the medical textbooks? I am a quick reader,” Allison asked from the doorway. 

I didn’t even realize she had followed me into the house. 

“Here, take this one. I’ll go through another,” my father said, handing her a book. He obviously knew that she was training to be a vet. 

I perched beside Drake just watching him. I reached out and scratched him. His lilac eyes turned to look at me; he looked… tired. That was the only way that I could explain it. I laid my hand on him, he lifted his clawed hand and placed it on the back of my hand. It was like he was reaching out for me. 

~I’m here, Drake~ I whispered in my head. 

~It hurts~ Were the only words that I got back.

I kept reaching, talking into his mind, asking him to tell me what was wrong. If I knew what was hurting him, then maybe I could help; well, more that I could ask my father to help. I kept urging Drake to tell me but as the night went on he seemed only to get tireder. 

Allison stayed. She phoned her mother, telling her that she was staying here and my Father didn’t mind. They both kept thumbing through books, throwing suggestions at each other, but there was nothing, no answers. 

It was a little after one, when Drake’s breathing changed. His slow and languid breaths started speeding up, and twitches moved his small body. In my brain, there was an animalistic cry; it was pain. It was a pained cry. 

“Father, he’s hurting,” I said, tears prickling in the corners of my eyes. I felt Allison’s hand come to rest on my shoulders. 

Suddenly, Drake yawned. A huge crack appeared in the skin at the corners of his mouth, he was molting his skin. The pale, foggy-green scales changed to pure-grey as they broke away from him. I watched with intrigue as he started to lose the top layer of scales. I didn’t understand why it hurt him; it wasn’t supposed to. 

Huge cracks appeared across his body as the old skin broke, he thrashed his tail, seemingly needing to get it from him. I reached out my hand to help him. 

“No, don’t. He needs to do this himself,” Father said. 

Then there was an explosion as something erupted from his back, two back spikes. It tore through the old skin. It took me a moment to realize… 

….they were wings. 

He had wings. Drake had wings! He shed the rest of his skin and laid there in the mess of skin gently stretching and flapping his wings. 

“Drake’s a….,” I started 

“…a dragon,” my father finished. 

The name had been a joke. That’s all it had been because he had been an iguana. A lizard. But he wasn’t, he was a baby dragon. 

“How didn’t you know?” Allison asked. 

“There are no records on baby dragons. They only appear as adolescents,” my father said. 

“I’m going to need a bigger bed for him,” I said absentmindedly. 

“I think you found your familiar, Birdie,” Allison said as she rested her hand on my shoulder. 

I nodded. 

Drake walked across the bed and settled himself in my lap, he rubbed his chest against me and curled up in a ball. 

~Thank you~ 

The words floated into my head. Tired and sleepy words, I could feel the waves emanating from him. That’s when I realized that the connection had been building all this time. He had felt me on the street, drawn me in. He was drawn to me like I was to him. I lifted him gently and brought him into the tank in my room and laid him under the lamp. 

I didn’t even know if dragons needed it, but for now, I would keep him warm. 

“Thank you for staying,” I said as I turned to Allison. 

“Thank you for letting me,” she said back. 

Silence fell between us as we stood there awkwardly, just looking at each other. 

“I like you, Allison, I really like you,” I said. For once, I loved my brain’s inability to hold onto things I didn’t want it to. 

“I really like you, too. Do you think… you think you want to try being my girlfriend? Even if I’ve not told anyone yet?” she asked. 

My heart felt like it was doing somersaults in my chest. Today had been a rollercoaster of emotions. I had been sad, angry, concerned, and now, I was filled with pure elation. 

“I think I could. I would really like to be,” I said. 

She smiled and grabbed my face, pulling me in for a kiss. It was the best feeling. There was only one more hurdle, my trials; but that could wait for another day. For now, I was going to enjoy my night. I had a new familiar and a girlfriend, all in an hour. 

Maybe things would be alright after all. 
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Phillip “Silver”

I looked at the happy couple sitting together in the school’s courtyard and cringed as I asked aloud to no one in particular, “Did she just snot rocket ice cubes?” 

“You don’t find it adorable?” Cassiopeia asked with a giggle. I shook my head no as I turned to face her. She laughed and said, “Dragons, right?” 

I puffed out a breath and nodded. “Did not see that one coming.” 

She laughed loudly and nodded, “Right! Going from a princess to a dragon. A someone to a no one. I mean, I love the girl, I do, but it has to suck.” 

I shrugged. For a long time, Aurora and I had been quietly promised to one another. “Sucks for me. My family was counting on it getting me out of the kingdom.” 

“Ah, yes, the other son.” She winked at me. I rolled my eyes as a response and then headed toward my class. 

“You know.” She was following me. “I’m a princess, too.” 

“I know.” Like the dozens of other females here. 

“Not promised to anyone.” She seemed to think that was also news to me. It wasn’t. 

Aside from Aurora and I, there was only one other prince around already committed to someone. Allegedly. I couldn’t count on prior agreements anymore and they shouldn’t either. I had to address the eager princess next to me and set her expectations straight. 

“I can’t become king. My brother wants me to go somewhere I can be king that is not in our realm. Not a threat.” I didn’t bother to look at her. She was a beauty. Every female creature at this school was attractive. Some were conventional, some were quirky, and some were like works of art. Not Pia. She liked being called Pia rather than Cass for some reason. I thought it was close to how she acted. Like a PITA. Pain in the ass. Though it wasn’t until after the winter break that I woke up to the fact that there was literally a bouquet of available females here. I was under Aurora’s spell until she broke that link. 

“Ugh.” Looked like a fox. Acted like a wolf. She sounded unimpressed or concerned by this family drama of mine. “If you haven’t noticed, Silver, there are only a handful of royal males in my age range available. It might make your brother a bit twitchy, but I think you and I would be a great team.” 

I bristled at the use of my middle name, Silver. It was my father’s name. The commoner my mother, the king’s mother, was allowed to marry if she ceded the throne to her firstborn son. She did. His father had died of a mysterious illness. My brother was in his prime when I was born, so I have no doubt he made himself king by removing his father. It was well known that he took what he wanted. I knew that better than most. 

I stopped just short of the classroom door and turned to face her. She stopped barely a step away from me. I sucked in a deep breath and that was a mistake because her scent tickled my nose, my throat. I blinked several times, unsure what it was she was wearing that had me at war in my head. My sensible side lost and instead of barking something scathing that would send her into class mad at me, I asked, “What is that scent you’re wearing?” 

Pia smiled widely, winked at me, and then said, “I don’t wear fragrance, Silver. It’s just me.” 

I thought my face would catch fire from the heat of that embarrassment. This was only made worse as the fire dragon, Éomer, who took my original princess from me, patted my shoulder and said, “Aurora, give him an ice cube.” 

She laughed and smiled up at me as she passed. She was an ice dragon. Fire and ice. Both dragons, opposite, yet the same. I…wasn’t special in any way. I hadn’t thought Aurora was anything more than a royal bloodline too. Her family drama was as complicated as mine. We made sense, back then. Now. No way. I did not want to be married to an ice dragon. It may be chauvinistic, but I didn’t see how I could seem powerful if my queen was a dragon and I was just the dude next to her. 

Still, this was my senior year and I needed to find a mate before it ended. My brother was not convinced I could go to college in the human realm, disappear. Any of the options I had offered to him in an attempt to please both him and our mother when the Aurora option fell through, only made him paranoid. 

I dropped into my seat and ignored the fellow students in this class. I was so lost in my thoughts about my station in life, I didn’t realize the class was over, the room empty but for me and Pia. She stood in front of me and said, “Do you want to talk about it?” 

“No.” I shook my head. 

She puffed out a breath and said, “Fine. We can do this the hard way then.” 

As she stormed out, I fought the very real urge to get up and chase after her. 

 


Cassiopeia “Pia”

Silver. That name didn’t mean a lot to many these days, but it meant everything to the scholars in my kingdom. He had no idea. Maybe his brother knew. As king of their territory on the same planet as mine, his brother ruled without mercy. The only act of kindness he was known for was letting his mother remarry if she allowed him to rise to the throne after the king had mysteriously fallen ill and died. 

Maybe their mother knew what an ass her oldest son was. How dangerous and she negotiated terms for a crown he would surely take by compromise or by force anyway. She found another royal heir, in another part of the land, and passed him off as a commoner right under her oldest son’s nose. Easily done as the new king was busy making his changes and establishing himself. 

Still, there was the unanswered question about Silver’s genetics. It would remain that way for him, same as me, until we found a mate. Just like my bestie had no idea she was an ice dragon until she returned home to meet her father, there were conditions to be met before truth would reveal itself. 

Unfortunately, if Silver and I were what our ancestors had hoped would return to the realm someday, it would only work if we were soul mates and actually loved one another. Hence the reason the genetics keep getting passed down and no one has seen a unicorn in thousands of years. Royalty could care less about that transformation if it meant remaining in or rising to power. The commoners may or may not have traces thanks to royal infidelity, but no one had seen or heard of the mythical creatures that once roamed the countryside freely in so long that it had become nothing more than stories, legends, myth. Except for our scholars, the secret keepers, who convinced my father to send my mother and I to this realm, this school, in search of a unicorn. Literally, figuratively, both. 

I would become something. I could feel that in the very core of my being. I just didn’t know what or when. I didn’t like the idea that a mate would be the reason I could reach my full potential. I actively sought ways around that. 

“Cassiopia.” The teacher was standing in front of me and the other students in class made various giggling noises. 

“Sorry. What?” I refused to blush. My mother had changed my schedule once we knew Aurora was no longer an option, much less his destiny, so I could be in more classes with Phillip Silver Prince. 

The teacher’s eyebrow lifted, and he said, “You’ll partner with Phillip. Now that we have an even number of students, he doesn’t have to do the project alone.” He looked from me to a glaring Silver and said, “Same project, just fill her in on the details and split the work.”

That was that. I smiled. My new partner glared. After class, I prepared for the worst and was not wrong. Silver waited with me until the room was clear and said, “I hate that I have to do this project with you.” 

“Awesome. Should be fun. Should we meet after school and go over the plan?” I would not let him scare me away. I needed him. He needed me. Our lands needed us, or his brother may very well get to conquering again. That kingdom seemed to be stretching a bit further past the original boundaries lately. With dwindling magic from years of greedy rulers, our lands were vulnerable unless we had strong leadership, or the miracle of reviving the woodlands that protected us. That was unicorn magic. Fading as the species faded.

He puffed out a breath and grumbled before his handsome face showed a hint of defeat as he said, “Your place. Not mine.” 

“Okay.” I nodded. My mom taught at this school; she would be thrilled to know he was coming over. It was the reason I could change my schedule so easily mid-way through the school year. She knew who he was, what it could mean. Even without the love, the power of having a Silver on our throne…it mattered. He mattered more than he knew. 

“Fine.” He turned and stormed out. 

Not that it did him much good since I just followed in his path to our next class. Before reaching the door, he stopped and turned around. He was not happy as he practically barked at me, “Are you following me now, too?”

That caught the attention of several of our classmates. I smiled and said, “Schedule change. I’m in this class, too.” As I passed, I reminded him, “Put your ego away, Silver. I wouldn’t follow you around like a smitten kitten if I were an actual cat and you had treats.” 

That earned a glare from another female who had feline qualities and he had not noticed was actually stalking him in the hall like he way prey. In a school filled with more female teens than male, everyone was trying to climb the royal ladder. Unless, like my bestie, Aurora, someone completely knocked you off. She seemed happier than ever strolling with her fire dragon, all the weight of royal responsibility lifted, all the privilege of being born a princess, still there. 

I made sure to get into the class and take my seat first. I didn’t want him to think I was here for him, even if I was literally here because of him. I had my pride, and it was at war with my duty. 

This is why I was surprised when he settled into the desk next to mine. I refused to look over at him. I would not speak first. Neither would he. We spent the entire class in silence. I was out of there and ahead of him this time, so he knew I was not following him to the next class. 


Silver

I don’t even know why I sat next to her in that class. I sure didn’t understand why I was following one of the most aggravating females in this school rather than pushing past her and ahead to my…our apparently…next class. 

I wanted to ask if her whole schedule was now lined up with mine. I wanted to know why someone would do that. Was it me? Was it a coincidence? 

I wanted to stop the way my chest felt a slight tingle when I caught the scent of her long hair. I really wanted to make myself sit anywhere other than next to her, but I sure did. 

I dropped right down next to her at the table and watched Aurora give me the wide-eyed stare as she said, “That’s my seat.” 

Her fire dragon boyfriend was not in this class with us. One of the few he did not share with her. I was mad at her, too. Until she ran off and became an ice dragon, my life had been pretty simple. I knew what it would entail. I bought winter clothes. Now, everything was in flux. I had no plan to work from. 

This, more than anything, was aggravating enough I rudely said, “Not anymore.” 

Aurora’s eyes went wide, then they turned white, like the color changed as she inhaled. 

I heard Pia said, “Stop!”

Aurora looked over at her. Pia smiled and said, “I gave up my seat at lunch, remember? I didn’t try to cast any spells or freeze any parts of your boyfriend.” 

“Boyfriend?” Aurora asked, but I said the same word in more of a strangled shout. 

Pia snickered and said, “Settle down. Both of you. I’m talking about my lunch time with my bestie taken by your boyfriend.” Then Pia looked at me and said, “I don’t have or need a boyfriend. It’s a waste of my time.” 

Aurora winced and left to find another seat. I stared at the confusing lady next to me who had started this day talking about us being rulers of her kingdom and just ended it with rejecting me publicly to my ex. 

In true Pia fashion, she rolled a shoulder and then turned her attention to the instructor. I hoped she had taken good notes, because I spent the rest of the class stewing in my thoughts about why that stung. Not that I wanted to be her boyfriend. I really did not want to be the prince that returned to our realm only to take the throne of an opposing kingdom. That might make life challenging for my mother. It would be different if Pia married my brother, united the kingdoms, brought them under one banner officially or something, but…why couldn’t things have worked out as planned? 

My life went from easy to political in the blink of a dragon’s eye. 

After school, I returned to the dorm. My mother was not in this realm with me. I was one of four princes in the large building. Our dorm was ran by an old witch, literally, she was a witch professionally. Personality wise, she was like a doting grandmother to us. This is why she knew upon seeing my face that my day had been shit. 

“What is it, sweet boy?” she asked and handed me my favorite cookie. 

I smiled at her and admitted, “I have to go to the Constellia’s this evening for dinner. Pia is my partner for a project.” 

She smiled and said, “Say that five times quickly.”

“Will it turn her into something and get me out of this project?” I asked and she swatted at me. “What?” I bit into the cookie. “I love these.” 

“Of course, you do.” She shook her head and said, “You are so special, my young prince. You have so much heart, courage, potential. You’re going to make a great king someday. Unite lands, maybe even realms.” 

My brow went up and I smiled. “Yeah? All that with cookie powers?” 

“Don’t make me curse you.” She winked and I smiled. I’d probably miss home, my mother, at times like this. I didn’t. I headed on toward my room with a smile. I was already cursed. Being born a prince without a kingdom to claim, relying on a princess to provide a throne? It wasn’t exactly ideal. Finding one on the same planet as my homeland was entirely too close for my brother’s comfort. He didn’t want me in the same realm much less on the same globe. 


Pia

“Don’t get excited. He doesn’t like me.” I looked at my smiling mom as she prepared a special meal for our special guest. “Also, really jelly that he comes over once and you make these, but I am your only child and I only get them on my birthday.” 

She laughed which meant she was not going to justify her decision with a response. My mom was a queen before she became a teacher at this odd high school in this strange realm that shadowed the human planet of Earth. It was easy for many realms to converge here as it was the center point in space for each realm to reach. Funny, they weren’t even the center of their own solar system, but they were the center of something much bigger and may never actually know it. 

I was infinitely curious about them, but not allowed to explore. I thought about humans and Earth and anything else that might distract me from the very real situation about to walk through my door. Silver was coming over for dinner. We were hosting a prince who had no idea what claim he had over our kingdom. He had never even been to see his homeland. 

His lack of assimilation to our culture was never more obvious than when I answered the door and found him standing there, holding flowers in his hand. We did not decorate with cut flowers. We wanted them to grow where they had been planted, bloom in full glory. He stretched the hand holding the flowers out to me and said, “Hi. These are for your mom. Someone said it’s appropriate to bring flowers to the host of dinner.”

“Thanks.” I accepted the beautiful bouquet and stepped aside so he could enter. “We uh…don’t usually bring them inside like this.” 

“No?” he asked as he casually took in the sights of our humble abode. All the homes in the neighborhood were of a modest construction. We lived very similar to an upper-middle class human if the teacher in universal economics was accurate. I just liked my phone. We may have been advanced in what the people of Earth called magic, but technology had toppled more than one planet, so that was restricted. 

I handed my mom the bouquet and her brow went up as she laughed and said, “Thank you, Prince Silver. These are beautiful.” 

“You’re welcome, Your Highness.” He gave a slight bow. I rolled my eyes upward in annoyance. He didn’t miss it. “I’m not sure of the formalities in this place for this situation.” 

Because he had not really dated anyone. I knew that, too. He had been promised to Aurora but since I was her bestie, I knew they had never even kissed. I also knew that was because she was…handled maybe? What else would it be called if a mother had her child spelled to behave a certain way? That spell had unraveled with the arrival of a dragon, but prior to him, Aurora didn’t really think like a normal teenage princess. Like me. I was thinking entirely too much about the handsome prince chatting away with my mom in that kitchen like it was just another day to him. Maybe he was spelled, too? 

“Pia!” my mom laughed. “Hello?”

I blinked. “Huh?” 

Silver smiled and my mom shook her head and asked, “Don’t you think that would be a great idea?” 

“Sure.” I tried to recover from my dazed thoughts. “Of course, it would.” 

She was very pleased with my answer and he seemed surprised by it. Silver said, “Well then, I suppose I know what I’ll be doing over the break.” 

“You two will have a wonderful time.” She indicated our kitchen table, and we took our seats. I tried not to ask the obvious question. I had no idea what I had agreed to, and I only had two weeks to find out. 

After our meal and casual conversation about classes and this shadow realm we lived in, I was tempted to mention the future, but knew better. My mom was intentionally not talking about the future since her goal was for me to ascend to the throne and for him to reclaim his right to the throne in the process as we restored balance to our kingdom. I wouldn’t be a princess if things hadn’t gotten off track in that place, but it was time to get our lands and our people focused on restoration of the forest, the magic that protects us, or else we will end up just another territory in Silver’s brother’s kingdom. 

 Silver sat on the porch swing, and I took my seat next to him. He said, “My project, our project, is on human relationships. They are an interesting species to say the least.”

“I wouldn’t know. I only know what is available through entertainment.” I shrugged. 

“Yeah?” he asked, and a mischievous smile tilted his lips.

“Yes.” I crossed my arms and glared at him. I know I seemed like a rebel, a free spirit, and fully capable of handling myself, but I rarely had a chance to prove that around here. Mainly in my fashion choices and my attitude.

“Then we should do some research this weekend. Can you get away?” he asked, and I nodded. I had no idea how I was going to pull this off, but I was all about the adventure. “Okay then. That’s settled. See you tomorrow at school.” 

He got up and left without so much as a high five or fist bump. I let out a long breath of frustration as my mother stepped out of the house and looked at me. She asked, “You think it went well? I think it went well. He really liked the meal.” 

I tried to think of something to say that might set me up for this weekend. “Yeah. We uh…”

She laughed. “I was listening. If it makes you feel better to sneak away for the weekend, then do that. You’re about to take over a kingdom. It might be good for you.” 

I gulped. The weight of so much more responsibility was settling on my shoulders. 

Of course, then, she added, “And we need it to look as though things are settled with you two when we take him with us for the break.” 

My mouth might have dropped open, but I couldn’t feel my face anymore. With us? The whole break? I had two weeks to convince him to…want to commit the rest of his life to me? I blinked at the realization that I had two weeks to really and truly convince myself that I wanted to spend the rest of my life…with him. 

 


Silver

The really strange thing about that dinner with Pia and her mom was that it felt nice to sit at a table and share small talk and pass the bread to someone. I wanted that in my life. I was invited to their kingdom, a place Pia seemed convinced I was heir to the throne of, and instead of doing what my brother would want me to do, stay away from it, I said yes. Why not? What was the harm in checking the place out?

Pia, who had come on strong as a tornado prior to that dinner, had turned into a reclusive that I only got brief moments of conversation with before or after a class. That’s why I had to double my steps and catch up to her and Aurora to ask very publicly a private question. “Hey, are we still on for tonight?” 

Aurora giggled and Pia blushed. I didn’t mean to embarrass her, but I needed to know. It made a difference in my plans and who would be going through that portal with us. She nodded. I wasn’t going to explain right now, so I said, “Okay. I’ll pick you up at six.” 

I jogged away from them and straight to the dorms. I was sure some of the guys was a bit disappointed that I would not be bringing them with me, but we shared a room in that hotel and while there were two beds, I didn’t think she would be more comfortable with more princes when I wasn’t sure how comfortable she would be once she found out she had to share that room with me. 

I was really nervous about this trip thanks to her behavior at school all week. The fact that picking her up and getting to the portal was not any less painful had me asking, “You sure about this? Once we go through, we can’t come back right away. It opens in three minutes, and it closes until Sunday at seven when we will be coming back through it.” 

“How did you—”

“No. I will not tell you. I promised, so I can’t. Now, you either want to walk through that door with me when it unlocks, or you don’t.” I couldn’t believe the thunder of my heartbeat. I was nervous for many reasons and the sting of possible rejection was one of them. 

“I’m not afraid.” She tightened the grip on her bag. I only then realized she might actually be afraid. Pia had presented herself as fearless in all the time I had known her. She did her own thing, said whatever she felt. 

The door clicked meaning it was unlocked. I reached for her hand and then with my other hand, the handle. I had on a backpack with my change of clothes and extras tucked inside of it. The moment her fingers touched mine, something different passed through me. A current of sorts. As we stepped through the door and into the hotel room, I said, “This is it.” 

“Wow.” She let go of my hand as I closed what was not just a closet door. “This is Earth?” 

“Well, it’s the hotel we are staying at on Earth. That is your bed. This one is mine.” I pointed. She nodded and put her bag on hers as I dropped my backpack onto mint. “Here is your identification card. Money. And your phone will still work, so we have that to help if for some reason we get separated.” 

“How would we get separated?” she asked and accepted the items as I handed them to her. 

“It’s New York City. There is not telling. We lost Sunny because he went down a different aisle in the grocery store. Took us thirty minutes to find him at the candy shop next door.” I clenched my jaw as I processed that memory. “I wanted to strangle him.”

“You guys come here all the time?” she asked. 

“Just once a month. It’s only available the third weekend of the month.” I gave her the don’t ask look and she nodded. “You hungry?” She nodded. “Good. Me too. Let’s eat!”

 


Pia

Maybe it was New York, but I was both horrified and happier than I had ever been in my life all at the same time. The city was overcrowded and polluted. It was dangerous. We saw someone get hit by a car when they tried to cross the street. Fortunately, they were not killed, but I found myself holding onto Silver’s hand a little bit tighter whenever we crossed the streets from that point on. 

“This one. We need to get some coffee and cake or cookies or whatever you want here. It’s a great place to people watch.” He pointed and tugged my hand as we moved that direction. The conversation since walking out of the hotel room had been easy and fast because it was all about food, entertainment, and people watching. He really was doing his homework on this planet. 

“Look. Right there. What do you think?” he asked and pointed when we had settled into our viewing station that was just a booth to everyone else. 

I looked at a couple, maybe our age or a bit older, but not much. The female was looking at someone else when the young man next to her was talking. He was also looking somewhere else, and at someone else, I realized when I followed his line of sight. “I think they may just be friends.” 

“Nope. Married.” He went wide eyed when I looked over at him with my expression of disbelief. “True. I spoke to her last month. She said they are in an open relationship. Meaning they are together but see other people too.” 

I wanted to go slap her for coming on to him, but I didn’t really know why. It wasn’t like he had indicated we were more than classmates working on a project. “Guess that works for humans.” 

“It’s very royal of them, if you ask me.” He lifted his coffee to take a sip. 

I could feel my blood boil with a hot rage I couldn’t explain as I said, “Excuse me? What does that mean?” 

He rolled his left shoulder as if to dismiss my anger and said, “Kings and Queens on this planet were arranged in marriage much like they do in our realms. I was arranged to be with Aurora, remember? They may or may not love one another, but they are married and remain that way for their own purposes. They see other people outside of that relationship and knowingly.”

“I will not be—” I blinked and he tilted his head, waited. I realized in that moment the absolute truth of my life. “But I will be…won’t I?” 

“I don’t know.” He frowned. Then he smiled and said, “Maybe. But, maybe, like that couple, if you are with someone who can be honest about those things, it won’t be so bad.” 

“Are you honest about those things?” I waited. My heart was thundering. 

“I’m being honest about it all right now.” He reached across the table and offered me his hand. “I don’t know if I am the heir, you think I am. It doesn’t make sense. Any of it. I just know that if I have to become a king and I have to spend the rest of my life with a queen, I…want someone I can be friends with first, because…if this place has taught me anything, its that love is a lot like a diagnosis of any chronic condition they know on this planet. The symptoms may be the same as something else, and you go years thinking it is one thing only to find out it is something else. It’s a feeling and feelings can change.” 

“That is…really disturbing.” I smiled, nodded, and then laughed as he finally smiled back at me because I slid my fingers over his. “I agree. I think friendship is very important.” 

“Good.” He winked and said, “Now be a friend and grab us some refills while I go next door and grab us tickets for tomorrow’s show.” 

 


Silver

I stared at the ceiling and processed the events of the day. She was in the other bed, in a pair of hot pink pajamas that were impossible to ignore. Pia was impossible to ignore. Beautiful, smart, and fun to be around. I was still a bit wound up from the coffee and sweets. I whispered, “Pia?”

“Hum?” she asked and I realized she was awake too. 

“Are you tired?” I asked the stupidest of questions but would not slap myself in the forehead even if I wanted to. 

“No. I keep thinking about the museums, the guy playing music in front of that pizza place, and so much more. I…like it here.” She shifted. I could hear it so I turned to face her direction and turned on my light. I smiled as I looked at her because even without the cosmetics, she was a work of art. 

“I like it here, too.” I admitted, “Probably too much. I’ve thought about just…not going back.” 

She sat up. I regretted the statement. I amended it with, “I will, of course. Go back. I’m not trying to run away right now.”

“What would you do here?” she asked. 

That was a start of a whole conversation that took until morning to complete. She yawned and said, “It’s four. The sun will be coming up in a few hours.” 

“Then I guess we better get a few hours of sleep because we have a very long day ahead of us.” I yawned and closed my eyes. A moment later, I felt her presence next to me, then the light went out. I was glad to be exhausted or the fact that Pia was snuggling up next to me would have sent me into another energy spiral. I inhaled deeply as she adjusted. Something about her scent soothed me. Made it easier to sleep. To dream. 

When I woke from the most bizarre dream I had ever had, the room was empty. Before I could panic, I watched the door open and Pia step inside with fresh coffee and donuts. My chest tightened with a phrase I could not believe I wanted to say. I gulped in an attempt to swallow the words and the thoughts down. Love. I loved her because she brought me breakfast? No. That was crazy. We were just becoming actual friends. I couldn’t mess this up by moving that fast. Not when we may actually become a royal pair. Not when the idea of that didn’t seem as bad as it did when she first brought it up. To have that choice, for both of us, it was a big deal. 

I managed to say, “You’re the best.” 

“You’re starting to make more sense these days.” She winked and we both laughed. 

 


Pia

After the weekend where we had the absolute best time on Earth, Silver and I were inseparable. To the point it was impacting other relationships. Aurora looked at me and said, “I get it. I really do. You know that. Still, we don’t even text anymore.” 

“You spent years in a cloud of your godmother’s making and when you fell out of that and landed on a hot, fire breathing dragon, I didn’t corner you in the bathroom to tell you how annoyed I was that he got all your time. He still gets the majority of your time.” I was not about to let her put this all on me. 

“Prince—”

“Silver,” I corrected. “He’s not Phillip Prince to me. He is Silver, his middle name. His birthright. His—”

“Ohhhh. I see now.” She nodded. “Oh, I get it now.” 

“What?” I crossed my arms and glared at her. 

“You two are an actual item.” She smiled and did a little wiggle. 

“We are—” What were we? “Friends.” Though that seemed a bit bitter rolling off my tongue. 

“I was worried that he was trying to use you to get your kingdom. He’s a prince without a crown unless he finds a princess who will become queen and then he can become king of her lands.” Aurora gulped. She no longer had any lands. She was a princess in name only anymore. Her choice in mate assured she would never take her position on any throne of power.

Aurora had been my best friend until Silver sort of took over as my…everything. I was about to tell her he had a kingdom, but I thought better of it the moment other princesses began filtering into the bathroom with us. 

Instead, I hugged her and said, “You are still one of my best friends. He isn’t as particular about nail polish colors as you are for sure.” 

We laughed as we exited the room. Aurora reminded me with one sentence just how much was about to change if everything went to my mom’s plans when she said, “After the break we will get together. I’m going with Eomer to…I don’t even know where. We are just…on a mission.” 

“Nice.” I nodded, laughed. “Have fun.” I waved and then gulped down the lump forming in my throat as I turned and headed to class. One that I did not have to face either Silver or Aurora as I processed the fact that tomorrow, we would be going to my home, his planet, but our kingdom. The weight of generations of hope, planning, worry that began to rest on my shoulders made it difficult to concentrate. 

When I got home, it was worse because my mom let me know, “We are leaving tonight.” 

“Now?” I asked. 

“As soon as he arrives.” She nodded. “Better to sneak him onto the planet under darkness and we will be arriving just before sunrise back home.”

“It’s a portal. There are sentries on the other—”

“We are not using that. They would alert his brother and we’d be at war before he could even begin to realize his destiny.” She was all excited and happy about this adventure. 

“Am I about to put him in danger?” I asked, knowing the answer without her response. 

“He’s a prince. You are a princess. Danger is something you were put in at the moment of birth. The fact that you have lived this long, are of sound mind and body still, well, it’s a blessing and our lands have one last chance of survival. You two are it.” She pointed at me as she moved to the door. 

Silver stood outside of it with a smile on his handsome face and I tried my best to match it. What if became the sentence starter of my thoughts. So many I lost track. It wasn’t until he placed his hand on my upper back that I found myself in the present moment again. He said, “Are you worried? Don’t worry. I’m not banned from the planet. Just not welcome to sit upon an opposing throne. Strange, when you think about it. Having brothers in charge of two kingdoms could be an alliance like none in history.” 

Without thinking, but letting my thoughts run from my brain straight out of my mouth I said, “But your brother is a destroyer, a tyrant, and—”

“I’m not.” He let his hand slide from my shoulders to my lower back and pressed me forward. I realized then my mother was already through the portal. “Let’s go before this door closes and we really have to make a scene.” 

I took in a breath and stepped through the door and into the castle I had loved since I was a child. I smiled and hugged the woman who helped raise me as she squeezed too hard and cried as she said, “It seems like years.” 

“It was last year.” I laughed as she let me go. “I missed you, too.” 

“Come.” My mother was no longer just a teacher in a high school. She was in queen mode and both Silver and I obeyed with a nod and movement as the castle staff, they were paid, so they served, but not as slaves, took our luggage. “Your father wants to see you.” 

My father rarely wanted to see me because I was a girl, not a boy, and that meant if I married some prince with a kingdom to ascend to, our family would lose control of this kingdom. Not my fault his swimmers didn’t throw in one more chromosome, but he acted like I intentionally made the choice to be female and jeopardize his reign from the start. 

 


Silver

He didn’t want to see her. He wanted to see me. I realized that the moment we stepped into the study. I was so mad at him for ignoring her when he asked me one more question, I said, “Pia, you mentioned the gardens. I’d like to see them.” 

The king was offended, but he knew better. All it would take is one hint of me being here to ascend to that throne so his daughter, his family could continue to reign in some capacity, and my brother would ascend upon them with fury. He may very well do that when I actually follow through on this plan. 

Pia smiled up at me and my heart tripped over its own beat. She nodded and we left the study without further formalities. She gripped my fingers and pulled until we were jogging, then she let go and I was running after her as she entered the maze giggling. I laughed and chased. 

Then, at the corner of the maze, a figure, a…presence, drew my attention and I stopped laughing, stopped running, and started on a new chase that within moments, had me running again only this time, I was chasing someone my blood identified as my father. I could feel it. I thought he was dead, but I was chasing him. 

Why? I didn’t understand why he was running from me or where we were running to until I realized I was no longer running on two feet. I stopped in a four-hoof skid barely before the pool of water he, a large beast of a…unicorn? He had a horn protruding from his head. Did I? Was I a unicorn? With a nod toward the water, I moved closer and looked at my reflection. 

I looked from the sparkling pool to my father, and he pressed that horn to mine and all of our history was transferred in those thoughts. I would not make the same mistake as my forefathers. The mistake Pia’s father wanted to make. Having a male heir didn’t secure a line because eventually, the line would run out. Our genetics were not so pure that mating with someone outside of our species would dilute it. We were unicorns for crying out loud. Magic of the purest kind. 

“Silver?” Pia called for me and I was suddenly really self-conscious. 

In my typical form, I was not shy. In this new…unexpected…situation. I didn’t have any clothes on. Of course, I didn’t need them, couldn’t imagine how I would even manage to put them on, but I was very aware of my lack of attire as I made my way cautiously, using the trees and brush as cover, toward the sound of the panicked princess looking for me. 

I couldn’t say anything either. When I finally poked my head around a large tree, she stopped mid word and stared at me. She whispered, “Silver?”

I nodded. 

“You’re…real. It’s all true.” She rubbed her forehead. “Okay. All right. So. Uh. Can you change back?” 

Great question. I had no idea how I changed into this to begin with. I didn’t feel it. There was no pain or process. I was just chasing my dad and at a certain point in the woods—I began to back up. She moved forward. I motioned with my head. I wanted to know. Wanted to see what would happen to her once she crossed that line. 

“Where are you going?” she asked and followed. 

I started to move a bit faster, and she picked up the pace. “Silver!” 

She began running after me and four steps after that point, I slowed down and turned. She was still coming at me. A dark creature with an iridescent horn spiking from her head. I had to move before she crashed into me, but as soon as she stopped, I touched my horn to hers. Instead of the transfer of information that happened with my father, it was a transfer of scenes, flashing through my mind and hopefully hers. We were wide open. Every concern, worry, smile, heartbeat stutter, all of it confirmed what I knew that morning. I loved her. Only, this also confirmed that she loved me. 

 


Pia

We didn’t return to the castle for two days as we had no idea how to get from one shape to the other. The point in the woods that transformed us seamlessly, was not the point that magically turned us back. It was the pool. The water. It was more knowledge and once we stopped stressing and worrying, we could walk right out of those woods, calmly, and clothed in the garments we came in with. We were magic beyond magical boundaries. 

Which reminded me and we began the work of nurturing some parts of the forest beyond that sacred pool of water. We would need it for health, healing, communication with the lands. We returned to the shadow realm and prepared for school. After graduation, we would take on the role of king and queen. That was months away. In the meantime—I looked up at Silver. I blinked a few times before placing my hands on his chest, pushing up on my toes, and then pressing my lips to his. 

We had a mental link now, a bond that was unbreakable. A shared mind that we were learning to navigate together so as not to reveal too many private thoughts. But during this kiss, we were both unguarded and that’s how I knew that I was not just a means to a crown. I was as much in his heart as he was in mine. 

 

Aurora and Eomer’s story can be found in Dracos until that set is over. 

More royal heirs will find their HEAs so be on the lookout. 
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