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Chapter One
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There are some people in the world who are just special, you know?

And other people who become special by being around those special people.

Of course, I am one of the latter. I didn't ask for it. I guess no one really asks to become special, after all, it is all circumstances and fate.

We were friends, Paz and I. Best friends. And to everyone's eyes, completely normal. Paz looked completely normal to me as well, and I certainly didn't feel anything when I was around her. I always felt the need to be liked by everyone I met, but most people aren't like that, and some people are like Paz – unwilling to be close friends with more than a few people. Or in her specific case, just one person – me.

I never knew what could make me special enough to be someone's chosen friend, and certainly not the only friend of such a quiet, kind soul. Paz was never mean to anyone, even though she didn't exactly make friends. She was happy to simply watch me throw myself at any potential new friendship, and she'd laugh at me for it.

––––––––
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ON THE OUTSIDE, THERE was nothing that made her special, nothing that made our friendship special, but Paz told me that as our bond built up over time, the power just naturally came with it.

Paz and I were standing outside the university gates. It was a warm evening in the summer and there weren't so many people around – classes were over, and the regular nightlife at the campus bar hadn't quite begun yet. A lone figure made her way out of the bushes across the road. She was tall and blonde and muscular, and was wearing some kind of leather armor. It was strange, to be sure, but it wasn't so uncommon to see people doing strange things on a university campus.

What was less strange and more distressing, was when she stared directly at us and pulled out a sword.

"Found you, dragon!" She screamed. "After all of this time in hiding, you will be removed from this world!"

"What makes you call out "dragon"?" Paz called back calmly in an effort to defuse the situation.

"We have our ways of finding your kind," the woman spat back, crossing the deserted road slowly to approach us. "We have already exposed you."

"But you have no reinforcements," Paz said. "How do you expect to battle what you call a dragon?"

"Your sly words aren't going to fool me. You and I both know what you are, and we both know how I can fight you." She held the sword out in front of her. "You're going to die here, and it will be easy for me."

Paz sighed. "What are you going to do with the innocent bystander, then?"

"Obviously, she can't be left alone now she has seen one of the order of dragon killers. I'll remove her after I have dealt with you."

Paz's demeanor changed. "You would kill an innocent just for being with me?" she growled. "Why must you people always be so evil, bringing your war even to this world when all I desire is a peaceful life?"

"You don't deserve to flee to this world and live a peaceful life. Dragons deserve only death. Now transform and fight me."

I had no idea what was going on, and certainly had no idea what to do when Paz grabbed my arm. "We're going to run," she hissed.

And we did. I had no idea how we got so far away from the gates in just a moment. In the blink of an eye, we were in the middle of the campus. I took long, deep breaths, though I didn't seem to be out of breath at all. Paz looked around warily at the surrounding buildings as the fading light created shadows around them.

"What's going on?" I asked.

Paz didn't look at me, her eyes still scanning the campus. "Even though it's only one dragon killer, she's still a challenging foe. I'm not sure how to protect you when I fight."

"She's a dragon killer? She wasn't lying? What does that have to do with us? With you?"

Paz turned her face to me and sighed. "I'm sorry that I haven't been honest with you all these years. We've been together since school, and yet I've never felt that there was a time when I could discuss my old world with you. My old life, as a dragon." She looked away from me again, still on alert.

"As a dragon?" Now I found it hard to control my breathing. "That doesn't make any sense."

The woman with the sword – the dragon killer – emerged from between two buildings and walked calmly towards us.

"What are you just waiting out in the open for?" she asked. "I was wanted you to run further and corner yourself to make it easier for me."

Paz grinned, but her confidence was so fake even I could see she was nervous. "I'm not so stupid as to try running from a dragon killer I can't see."

The dragon killer brandished her sword. "No matter, I can kill you just as easily out in the open." She rushed forward, but in the blink of an eye, Paz was in front of her. She held onto the wrist holding the sword.

"Go! Run away now!" She yelled without looking back at me.

I didn't know what to do. I knew what I was told to do, what was logical. But being told your best friend is a dragon from another world is not a logical way to start a night in the first place, and all other logic seemed to have been thrown out in a similar fashion. I met the dragon killer's eye and she smiled at me. There was a struggle between the two women for control of the weapon, and suddenly I was face-to-face with the crazy woman with a sword. She was panting in my face, and I couldn't move, I could only stare at the faint lines of scars that travelled up her neck in an effort not to look into her eyes.

"Armor!" Paz yelled out at me. "Envision Envision armor!" She ran at me, slower than she had been before. As the sword swung down at me, all I could do was raise my arm and imagine armor covered it.

There was a clang of metal-on-metal, and I opened my eyes though I hadn't realized I'd closed them, and saw sword had been stopped by gleaming armor on my forearm. The sword was knocked away as Paz threw a punch at the dragon killer's face. She retreated a few steps in shock.

"Dragon knight!" she exclaimed. "Who ... how ...?"

"This isn't just some girl who I happened to be with tonight. She has been my best friend for years. Of course she has the potential to be a dragon knight."

I looked at the armor that had mysteriously appeared. Magic. It was magical armor. Paz had done something magical, and now I had protection.

"You have to envision your whole body covered with your armor. And hurry, I don't want you to get hurt." Paz pleaded.

It was at those words that I finally had my own moment of clarity. I gripped Paz's arm. "I don't want you to get hurt," I told her. "How can we get out of this together? How can we fight her?"

Paz took a deep breath. Without taking her eyes off her opponent, she clutched her hands to her chest. She exhaled for a long moment, her blonde hair seeming to change to white as she did so, and when she yanked her hands away, she holding onto a sword.

The dragon killer was already watching warily. When Paz had mentioned a dragon knight, she had been seriously spooked. But as Paz handed the sword to me, her eyes glowing with a white light, the dragon killer backed much further away.

"Dragon Soul," she murmured, her voice still audible at our distance in the quiet of the evening.

It was then that a new figure emerged from the gathering shadows at her side. A woman with blazing red hair and her own sword jumped seemingly out of nowhere and swung her weapon at the dragon killer. The dragon killer barely had time to put up her own sword in defense. She fell to the ground.

"Dragon killers aren't welcome in this world," the newcomer growled. She stabbed the sword through the chest of the dragon killer. "Leave this world." She stood up straight and mumbled some words, then slashed her sword in the air, creating the vague outline of a rectangle around the stabbed woman, and a shimmering hole opened up in the concrete.

The dragon killer fell through the hole in the ground. There was no sign that she had ever been there.

The new woman looked up at us sharply, and I gripped Paz's sword in anxious anticipation, waiting for her to explain what she wanted from us. This woman had killed without hesitation, and now she had turned her attention to us.

She approached with confidence, but Paz didn't seem phased, so I stood my ground, too. "This is a new dragon knight?" she asked, peering at me. Her hazel eyes were intense, and filled with tiny red flecks that seemed to take over all of her eyes as I stared at them. "She doesn't look like much."

Paz held out her hand to her. "Thank you for saving us."

The woman gave a short laugh in my face and turned her attention to Paz. She bowed her head. "Of course I'd save a dragon. That is why a dragon knight exists."

The woman then turned back to me. “And as for you, now that you are a dragon knight, you will need training. I believe I shall train you. This modern world makes it difficult, but not impossible for you to learn. We will see what you will become.”

“Who are you?” I asked tensely.

“A dragon knight. My name is Jade.” She replied.

Paz responded first. “I’m Paz, dragon shifter. Sheltering on Earth in this dimension and just trying to live a regular life.”

“My name is Juliet.” I revealed. “Paz is my best friend. We attend classes together.”

“You should be safe for now. Head to your home and I will find you tomorrow.” And with no further answers, Jade was gone.

“Now what?” I turned to Paz.

“Now we go home. And I owe you an explanation.” Paz sighed. “I’m sorry I dragged you into all of this Juliet. I thought I could live safely here as a human. I didn’t think any of this would happen.”

“A regular sword?” I stammered. “Do you think we’re going to be in danger a lot?”

“It’s complicated.” Paz said as we began to walk home. “More dragon slayers might show up. And there are other dangers as well. I’ll explain fully once we get home. I just wish we could be safe.”

“Well, let’s hurry home so I can get some answers.” I said. “This is a lot to take in and I feel like I just got tossed into the deep end of a pool.”

Paz just looked uncomfortable as we continued to walk home. She said nothing else until we were inside.
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Chapter Two
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Once we were inside the house we shared near campus, Paz motioned for me to sit beside her as she collapsed on the couch. Her eyes were troubled and she seemed unsure how to begin as I sat and waited for her explanation.

“I guess I should start from the very beginning.” Paz said. “I’m from another world. Technically.”

“Technically?” I asked, confused.

“Yeah, it’s pretty complicated but I’ll do my best to describe how it works. Your world isn’t all there is.” Paz continued.

“Okay...”

“So you know how there are seven continents?” Paz asked.

“Yes,” I said, unsure how it was important.

“There’s an eighth one, and that’s where I’m from.” She said.

“What?” I said, surprised. “How’s that possible?”

“Magic. That’s the easiest explanation.” Paz explained. “The eight continent is hidden by a magic veil from the other seven. The veil is like a shield of energy and it’s kinda in a pockets dimension too. You need to use a portal to get back and forth.”

“Are these portals pretty easy to access?” I asked.

“No,” Paz looked uncomfortable. “Actually they’re illegal.”

“What?”

“Leaving the continent is outlawed. So are outsiders coming to the continent. The leaders of each country agreed on that when the veil was created and the current leaders still enforce those rules.”

“What is this place even?” I burst out.

“The continent itself is called Haruhi. The country I’m from is called Cloudside Rim.” Paz explained. “Cloudside Rim is home to the dragons. Each of the other countries has something that makes them pretty different from the rest of the world as well.”

“This is where the dragon slayers come in. The dragon killers and the dragon slayers are two fanatical groups who want nothing more than to see all dragons dead. Other than having different leaders, the two are pretty much interchangeable.” Paz said.

“Why are they trying to kill dragons?” I asked.

“Why do crazy people do anything?” Paz replied. “They were taught to believe they need to kill us to please their god. It’s just two different brands of fanatics.”

“So, is that why you came here?” I asked. “To get away from the dragon slayers?”

“Only part of the reason,” Paz admitted. “A large part of it was because of my family. I had no choice but to leave and I felt that using a portal to flee to the forbidden continents was my best option.”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay.” I reassured Paz, who was visibly distressed.

“No, you need to know who I am. Especially if dragon killers and dragon slayers are attacking.” Paz said.

I watched as Paz took a few moments to gather her thoughts. She played with a red beaded bracelet on her wrist as she prepared to speak.

“My family is pretty important in Cloudside Rim.” Paz began. “The first thing you really should know is how the political system works. The Dragon Lord is in charge. And supporting him are his councilors. Things were pretty calm until a few years ago when the egg containing the Dragon Lord’s son was kidnapped.”

“He was kidnapped!” I said, shocked.

“Yes,” Paz confirmed. “And that resulting fear caused many high ranking families, including my own, to search for safe havens to send their children to. A place to hide them.”

“They sent you here?” I asked.

“I wasn’t supposed to come here.” Paz admitted. “I was supposed to go to Akiyama. But someone attacked us in our journey and I fled here through a wild portal. My family probably thinks I’m dead.”

“Oh...” I was speechless.

“After I got here, I laid low in human form. I learned everything I could about this world. I got documents saying I’m from this country. And I eventually enrolled in school. I intend to live out the rest of my life here. I thought I could leave my past behind me. And that worked, until today.” Paz looked directly at me. “And now we’re both in danger.”

“I just want you to know, I’m not going anywhere. I’m here for you Paz.” I said, wanting to reassure her.

Paz smiled weakly. “Thank you, Juliet. But it’s not going to be easy.”

“I don’t care. You’re my best friend. It doesn’t matter to me if you’re a dragon or a human.”

That was when I knew that I would stand beside Paz no matter what happened. She had been through so much. It was practically a miracle that Paz had adapted to life here as well as she had. I wouldn’t have know the first thing if I’d suddenly had to live with dragon shifters. I couldn’t wait for Jade to return and for my training to begin.
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I had just returned home from class with Paz the next day when Jade showed up at our door.

“Are you ready?” She asked, before grabbing Paz and I and dragging us through a portal. Jade hadn’t even waited for an answer or given us a warning.

“Where are we?” I asked.

The room we were in resembled a classic martial arts dojo, it could have been straight out of a Kung Fu film with the wooden floors, training dummies, and a variety of weapons on simple racks near the walls. 

“This training area is a part of my home in Kahea.” Jade said calmly. “Whenever I come for either of you for training I will open a portal to this place. That way you both remain secret.”

“But...” Paz protested. “Kahea is near Cloudside Rim! You literally dragged us back to the continent of Haruhi. Juliet isn’t even supposed to be here. If we get caught, the consequences-”

“Will be dealt with only if we are discovered.” Jade cut her off.

“How are we here anyway? Portals don’t work this way unless...” Paz had a look of shock on her face.

“Unless what?” I asked. I had no clue about any of this and wanted some answers.

“Paz here has just realized I am in possession of one of the twelve dimensional seals. I can open portals at my will.” Jade smirked.

“Are the seals pretty hard to get a hold of?” I asked, still confused.

“They’re supposed to be a myth.” Paz said.

“They’re real all right.” Jade held up her left hand.

On her finger was a ring. The gold band was shaped like an Asian dragon and the head of the dragon rested on the top of the ring with a polished ruby orb held in its mouth. The ring was incredibly detailed and I was in awe of how beautiful it looked.

“That looks like it belongs in a museum.” I said.

“If the Dragon Lord knew you had this...” Paz stared at the ring.

“He doesn’t. And you can’t tell him unless you decide to stop hiding.” Jade grinned, sensing she had Paz’s silence.

“Still, if any of the nobility of any country on this continent knew you had this, you’d be hunted down so they could have it.” Paz said.

“So how do portals work, anyway?” I asked, still confused as to why the ring was so special.

“Juliet, portals are almost sacred to us. Each set of portals belongs to a temple. Supposedly a long time ago, before the creation of the veil, each temple was whole. The temples each had a partner on a different continent. There were twelve temple pairs and of them, eight have their pairs in the forbidden lands. The remaining four pairs have been lost completely.

I don’t know what happened, but something destroyed the temples and caused the portals to splinter. Now around each temple are the wild portals, still connected. The veil was envisioned to protect us from the fallout and the temples shattered.” Paz explained.

"At the center of each temple, supposedly a magic ring called a dimension seal was embedded in an alter to maintain the stability of the portals. Legend says that the seals can create portals to any place in any dimension. The most common story about why people believe the temples fell is that a legendary thief tried to steal the seals. Supposedly he was the most gifted thief in the world." Jade added in. "Clearly the seals themselves exist, but who knows about all the rest?"

"I can guarantee the Temple of Aria in Akiyama exists." Paz admitted. "Well, the ruins do. I used a wild portal there to escape. It connects to the woods near Mountain Brooke University."

I was shocked. That was the university Paz and I attended. She clearly hadn't gone very far at all. I figured she had stayed near the portal in case she ever had to leave.

"Is that why you went to school near the portal? In case you ever needed to go home?" I had to know.

"Yes, that's the initial reason."

"But now?"

"Now I stay because I have a friend worth staying for. I have no intentions to return home, Juliet." Paz said softly.

Before I could respond, Jade was pushing me towards the weapons racks.

"Enough talk for now," she said. "It's time to start your training."

Paz looked on the verge of laughter until Jade turned to her.

"You don't get to stand around either!" You're training too." Jade waved Paz over to us.

"Seriously?" Paz complained.

"Yep," Jade stated. "I need to make sure both of you can defend yourselves. You can't be together every moment of the day and you never know when trouble can show up."

Jade then pushed training clothes into my arms and another set into Paz's. With no time for any questions, we were ushered into a nearby changing area.

––––––––
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"HEY, YOU'RE LACING that wrong." Paz stopped me from tying the strings on the bracer I was attempting to put on my arm. "Let me help."

Paz undid the strings completely and relaced it. When she was satisfied, she tied the bracer securely.

"Did you notice how I did that? Try the other one." She encouraged me.

I managed to successfully copy the way Paz had laced the other bracer. After finishing, I looked up at her as saw her smiling. She patiently helped me figure out how to put on the rest of the training clothes.

"I knew I should have joined LARP," I muttered. "Then I would have already known how to wear all of this."

"What's LARP?" Paz asked.

"Oh, LARP is actually an acronym that stands for Live Action Role Play. Basically you dress up in historical or fantasy clothes and you create a character." I explained. "Some larps have combat as well with latex coated weapons. They look amazingly realistic and a lot of emphasis is on learning actually skills for combat and crafting and even how to wear the clothes. I had a chance to join a LARP called Myths and Legends but I didn't. I should have and I think I will."

"So is this LARP near the university?" Paz asked.

"Yeah," I replied. "They actually have groups all across the country and a few over the world. There is a really active colony located a town away from us."

"I'll go with you," Paz said. "It sounds like fun."

"Are you two almost ready?" Jade called out to us. "I swear, you two take longer to get ready than noble ladies going to a ball."

"We're almost ready," Paz replied.

The two of us quickly finished changing. Paz checked both of us to make sure everything was put on correctly. I followed her out of the changing area back into the main training room.

"Finally!" Jade said. "You took forever."

"Sorry," I said. "Paz had to help me with some of the gear. That slowed us down a bit. Next time we'll be a bit faster."

"I hope so. If you take this long, things can go south long before you even get to a battle."

Jade led Paz and I back the the weapons racks.

"Okay, time to get started." She said.

Paz and I looked at each other. What had we gotten into?
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I couldn't deny that the training Jade was giving us had benefits, even though I was sore every day while my body adjusted to the regimen. She had started us off with stretches and simple fitness exercises like the ones I had done in gym during high school. After that we worked on techniques, stances, and weapon knowledge. I hadn't realized that so many different kinds of weapons existed. And it was rather impressive that Jade had so many.

"What does she need all this for anyway?" I asked Paz after our latest training session. "Is her life that dangerous or is combat her hobby?"

"She's one of the last remaining Dragon Knights." Paz explained. "The Dragon Knights protected my people and have the rare ability to harness the energy of a dragon."

"Oh," I said. "So Dragon Knights are pretty rare then."

"Definitely," She said. "And it's my fault you had to become one. I just wanted a friend and I didn't realize our bond would do this-"

"It's okay," I cut Paz off. "Don't stress about it. I can deal with all this as long as I have you as a friend."

I was determined to keep Paz from spiraling. I didn't want her to feel guilty about our bond. After all, I was being honest with her about it. I truly didn't mind it. I was actually hoping to see more of this secret world. 

"When do you think Jade will let us see more of Kahea than just the inside of her house?" I asked, trying to change the subject.

Unfortunately all I did was make Paz even more stressed.

"Hopefully never!" She said. "I don't want to risk anyone recognizing me. At best I'll be forced to leave and return to Cloudside Rim. At worst we would be attacked and possibly killed. "Staying in the forbidden lands is much safer than exploring any part of the continent of Haruhi."

After that, Paz settled on to the couch in our house. She pulled out a book and read. I grabbed my Lit and Comp book and notes to prep for an upcoming test. The book wasn't super engaging though. I tried to study, but my mind was still on other things. I needed a distraction. And soon.

"Hey, remember when I mentioned the LARP group I almost joined?" I asked Paz.

"Yeah," she replied. "Why?"

"They have a practice on Saturday and I was thinking we should go. I want to see what it's like to fight for fun, and not because I have to in order to live." I said. "It'll be a nice change of pace."

"Well, it can't hurt. What do we need?" Paz said. "I don't think Jade's training weapons are appropriate for this."

"Well, I was reading their rulebook and website. According the them we need garb appropriate for our characters, and LARP weapons if we want to fight." I said.

"I know what those words are but not in that order." Paz commented.

"Okay, so garb is what we wear, usually medieval or fantasy style clothing." I explained.

"And as far as weapons, we can order some online." I pulled up a website on my laptop. "The best brands seem to be Epic Armory and Calamacil."

Paz and I looked over the options. There seemed to be a LARP safe option for almost every weapon in existence! I was sticking mainly to looking at swords as I figured that would be best to improve on what I was learning from Jade. In the end, we settled on longswords that had the grip length of a short sword and could be easily wielded one handed.

"Now for the clothes," I said.

"Why is it most of the women's sizes are just skirts and dresses?" Paz complained.

"We'll find something," I said as I clicked through different sites.

After some searching, we managed to find breeches, blouses, and leather armor. I chose blue and black for my clothes while Paz chose red and gold.

"It feels right," she told me. "As a dragon I'm red and gold. I may not have shifted in a long time, but I want to stick with my colors."

Now that we had ordered everything we needed to LARP, I was starting to get excited. This wasn't training for survival, this was combat for fun. I truly hoped that this would give Paz and I a chance to relax and have fun. We needed a break.

––––––––
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THAT WEEKEND, PAZ AND I put on our new garb, grabbed our LARP weapons, and walked to the park. It was a clear, warm day and we were ready to try fighting for fun. 

The park was huge and a vibrant mix of woods and open fields. As we walked down the main trail in the park, I spotted a side trail with a wooden sign that read LARP Village on it.

“Looks that that’s where we have to go,” Paz said as she also noticed the sign. “Let’s hope we aren’t late.”

We hurried along the side trail and soon we heard other people. The woods gave way to buildings. Small cottages, shops, and even a small castle and stables were standing in an enormous clearing.

And then there were all the people. Everyone was dressed in garb, with so many different colors and styles that I was certain I would never be able to name them all. While most of the people had at least one LARP weapon on them, not everyone did. 

People were interacting with each other like it was a real place, talking and shopping. There were minstrels and bards with instruments and dancers and performers. There were even horses. Horses being led, horses being ridden, and horses pulling carts and carriages. Even the horses were dressed up.

“This is not what I was expecting,” Paz said quietly to me.

“Same,” I replied. “This place is intense. But in an amazing way.”

“Hey, check out that sign.” Paz gestured at a large wooden sign near the entrance.

The sign read:

Welcome to Feather Grove Village! Enjoy your time with us but please follow the rules.

	Respect your fellow players and the area we use.

	No combat outside of the designated fighting areas

	No weapons are to be used on any of the animals.

	Clean up the area before leaving.



“So, now what?” Paz asked.

“Well...” I thought for a bit. “If this was a fantasy novel or a video game the first thing that would happen would be to check out the nearest tavern for news.”

We walked through the village, looking at the signs on the buildings. The main path seemed to mostly be a market area, with shops for anything you could think of needed for LARP. We passed shops for weapons, armor, clothing, books, instruments, horse tack, and jewelry. 

“Any sign of a tavern?” Paz asked.

“Not yet,” I replied, adjusting my garb. “This is a pretty big area so we should find one sooner or later.”

A few building later, Paz and I found the tavern. It was a large, two story wooden building with a sign that pronounced it The Savvy Stallion Tavern and Inn. Below the tavern’s name was a painting of a rearing black stallion.

The tavern was busy. People were standing outside chatting, horses were tied to hitching posts outside, and as Paz and I got close enough to see inside the building, we could see a large amount of people inside. Some of them were enjoying meals, others played games, and some were heading in the direction of a flight of stairs.

Music was playing and some people were dancing. A counter near the stairs had a rack of room keys hanging behind it and a man dressed as an innkeeper standing in front of them. On the other side of the building was a bar. I was certain that one of those counters would be the first place we should stop at.

“Well, shall we?” I said to Paz, gesturing at the tavern’s entrance.

“We might as well,” Paz said.

And with those words, we walked into the tavern.
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The first thing that I did was lead Paz to the bar. I figured that if the fantasy novels I’d read were correct, the bar would be the best place to get good information.

The two of us sat on stools and leaned on the bar.

“What’ll it be?” The bartender asked.

“What soda options do you have?” I asked.

“Pretty much everything.” He replied.

“I’ll take a Coca-Cola.” I said.

“Same,” Paz chimes in.

“Sure thing lasses,” the bartender said, slinging a rag over his shoulder and emptying cans of the soda into two mugs.

The mugs were slid along the bar towards us. Paz and I drank while I tried to figure out what to say. How were you supposed to ask what was going on in game? I was starting to worry that I would sound really stupid.

Just as I worked up the courage to say something, anything, to the bartender, a woman with a dark green dress and cloak sat next to Paz and I at the bar.

“Hey Reggie, I’ll have my usual.” She called out.

The bartender quickly slid a drink to her that I couldn’t identify.

The woman pushed back the hood of her cloak, revealing dark curls. She smiled at Paz and I.

“So, newbies?” She said.

“Yep,” Paz said.

“Well, always good to have new people joining.” The woman said. “I’m Celeste. I’ve been with the Feather Grove group for a couple years now.”

The two of us decided to introduce ourselves as well.

“I’m Juliet.”

“Paz.”

“Hey, it’s easy to get confused or lost when you’re new here. How about the two of you stick with me for the day and I’ll show you around and help you learn the system.” Celeste offered.

Paz and I looked at each other. On one hand, we didn’t know Celeste. On the other, it would be nice to have someone to show us the ropes. We nodded at each other in agreement, we were going to take Celeste up her offer.

“Awesome,” Celeste said. “Follow me, I want to see how well the two of you can use your LARP weapons.”

Paz, Celeste, and I finished our drinks and then left the tavern. Celeste led the way as we walked through the town. She chattered a bit as we headed in the direction of a green field with a sign marked training area.

“I think you guys are going to really enjoy our group,” Celeste said. “We’ve got everything from combat to horseback riding to music. And our group is one of the biggest in the system.”

Once we arrived at the field, Celeste began to explain the combat rules to us.

“So first off, you draw your weapon, tap the other persons weapon, and say lay on. That’s how you start a match. Unless it’s a free for all.” Celeste began, demonstrating with her short sword. “Now when you attack you need to be careful to never hit someone on the head. It’s not allowed and you can seriously hurt someone. The biggest thing is you’re going to want to make a stabbing or slashing motion with your weapon. The tip has to be thrust legal to stab though. Yours are fine since the tips are bendy enough but some weapons are too hard. You don’t want to actually run someone through.

In order to defeat someone, you need to hit them in two spots. You need to get either both legs, both arms, or an arm and a leg. Each limb you hit can’t be used so the leg has to be dragged and the arm has to be put behind the back. But if you stab someone in the gut that’s an instant kill in game. So stab or two limbs mean that the player is dead. Thankfully this system has a resurrection system and healing so you won’t lose your character.

Anyway, let me see what you guys can do.”

Paz and I circled each other and sparred a bit more carefully than we did when training with Jade. After Paz managed to win the bout, Celeste stopped the practice.

“Wow, you guys are pretty good! You sure you’ve never done this before?” Celeste said.

“We’ve never LARPed before.” Paz replied.

“Well, anyway, we should get going. The monster hunt is about to start and I definitely want you two newbies on my team.” Celeste told us.

“Monster hunt?” I said, exchanging a nervous look with Paz.
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“Yeah, a monster hunt.” Celeste repeated. She then frowned with realization. “You guys have no clue what I’m talking about, do you?”

Paz and I nodded.

“Okay, so a monster hunt is a type of mini quest that’s a good way to have a adventure that doesn’t impact the main game’s plot and it gives you items and experience. It’s the perfect time to test out new fighting styles and weapons and armor.” Celeste began to explain. “It’s a good idea for both new and experienced players to work together to get as skilled as possible for the bigger events that deal with the storyline.”

“Storyline?” Paz asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yep,” Celeste confirmed. “This isn’t just a fight club with some cool buildings. Basically the in game world has a ton of lore and existing plots that have already already happened.”

“And we’re supposed to figure all this out how?” Paz demanded.

“Paz,” I tried to get her to quiet down so Celeste could explain further.

“You guys did at least check out the website and read the rules and the basic game plot and who’s who stuff, right?” Celeste asked skeptically.

“No,” I admitted, embarrassed. 

I had been the one to do most of the planning and I hadn’t read the group’s website beyond the address and game dates. I hadn’t even thought to read through for other important information. And now we were trying to figure out how to play with practically no knowledge of what to do or who to talk to.

“Well, you guys wouldn’t be the first.” Celeste sighed. “And you definitely won’t be the last.”

“Do a lot of people come without knowing much?” I asked hesitantly.

“Yep,” Celeste said. “Honestly more people join without knowing a thing than people that have done research. So we’re used to training new players fast and well. You guys will learn, it’s honestly not that hard with how high immersion this system is.”

I was pretty relieved now that I knew that I hadn’t actually embarrassed myself and Paz. I moved closer to her and my hand slid into hers.

“Follow me you two,” Celeste said.

Paz and I followed her out of the training grounds, hand in hand. As we walked through the village to the woods, a realization hit me. I was holding hands with Paz. Paz and I were holding hands. I was holding hands with Paz. And it was really nice. And maybe I was starting to feel something towards Paz that was more than just friendship.

Too soon, we reached a small group of people at the beginning of the woods. Two men in full plate armor, a woman in plate armor, and a cloaked woman with leather armor whose face was completely hidden by her hood. Paz let go of my hand as Celeste beckoned the two of us to join her and the others.

“Okay, Juliet, Paz, I want you two to meet the four people we’re going on the monster hunt with today.” Celeste said. “These two big lugs are Arno and Derrick.”

“Hi,” Arno, a big blond man with armor and a claymore, greeted us. “Glad to have some new people in our group.”

Derrick brushed his longer brown hair back into a ponytail and impatiently said “Hi. Great, can we wrap up the introductions and get going now? I need to see how well my new zweihander holds up in combat.”

“Settle down, I’m not done yet.” Celeste lectured him before turning to the woman in plate armor. “This is Amy”

“Hi!” She said, “I might be a fighter but I’m also our little groups healer. So come to me if your character needs anything.”

“Thanks,” Paz said.

“Okay, and last-” Celeste began to introduce the hooded woman. 

But the woman held up a hand to stop Celeste from saying anything else. The woman reached up with her gloved hands and began to carefully lower her hood.

“Juliet already knows me. She wouldn’t forget a childhood friend.” The woman said, her hood lowered to reveal black hair and brilliant green eyes. 

“Tasha,” I said in shock.

Tasha, who I had been best friends with growing up. Who was like a sister to me. Tasha, who was supposed to be attending college on the other side of the country. What was Tasha doing here?
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I was only jolted out of my shock by Paz leaning towards me.

“Who is she?” Paz whispered.

“Tasha was my best friend growing up,” I explained quietly to Paz. “Her parents were in some club that mine were in. I’m not sure what they did though. It was like a combination of archeology and D&D.”

“I see,” Paz said.

Tasha smiled at me, looking past Paz. She walked towards us, moving with an ease and confidence that she’d always had. 

“Miss me, Juliet?” Tasha said. “I figured it would be nice to see you again and I haven’t been in the area long. So you coming here saves me the trouble of having to look for you.”

Paz tensed up beside me, she looked uneasy as she watched Tasha. I only seen Paz like this once before. But this wasn’t a dangerous situation. I didn’t need Paz to protect me, not from Tasha.

“What’re you doing here Tasha?” I asked. “I thought you were attending university right now for history.”

“I’m transferring!” Tasha grinned. “Surprise!”

“What?” I hadn’t expected this. “But... what’re you-”

“I’ll explain later,” Tasha interrupted me. “Right now we have a monster hunt to do.”

And with that, Tasha turned towards the woods as Celeste and the others took that as a sign to start heading along the trail. Frustrated, I moved to follow only after Paz grabbed my hand and pulled me after the group.

The woods were beautiful and the trail was well maintained and wide. It was clear the LARP group had done as much as possible to make the trails safe for combat. Paz and I hurried to catch up with the others, who had begun talking about the monster hunt.

“What’re we after today?” Amy asked Celeste.

“Goblin bandits,” Celeste replied.

“Really,” Derrick scoffed. “That’s a beginner’s quest.”

“Well we do have two new players with us.” Arno pointed out.

“And you have to admit that bandits usually have all right loot on them,” Tasha added as she slung an arm around Derrick’s shoulder.

I was a bit surprised to see her so friendly with the man, and Tasha seemed to pick up on my surprise.

“Oh, Juliet.” She said. “Before I forget, I should let you know that Derrick is my boyfriend.”

Boyfriend?!? I hadn’t seen that coming. But then again, Tasha and I had drifted apart when we left to attend different universities. I had spent most of my time bonding with Paz, so I realized it shouldn’t be surprising to me that Tasha had also found other friends. 

––––––––
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“JULIET, FOCUS.” PAZ whispered to me. “I think we’re almost to the bandits.”

Sure enough, the others were drawing their weapons and preparing for battle. Paz and I drew our swords and tensed. My thoughts raced as I tried to prepare. I reminded myself that this was just like sparring for fun, that neither myself or Paz was going to be in any real danger. But all I kept thinking about was the dragon killer. 

As the bandits ran out of the trees to attack, my mind went nearly blank. I met every blow with my sword, moving almost on autopilot as I fought. But then I was aware of a sword being swung towards Paz. And she didn’t see it, being occupied with another opponent.

I moved to block the strike from hitting her back and managed to hit my opponent’s sword so forcefully it flew out of his hand. I was furious. Paz was being threatened and in that moment, I forgot we were in a game. That the danger wasn’t real. 

I swung my LARP sword, hitting my opponent hard in the ribs. I prepared to strike again, ignoring him as he began to tell me I had won and needed to stop so he could retreat.

“Juliet, enough,” Paz commanded, grabbing my wrist.

My mind cleared and I dropped my sword. 

“Paz,” I said. 

“We’ll talk about this later.” She said sternly. “I think for now we should go before anyone notices what happened.”

And I let Paz lead me away from the battle, pausing only to collect my sword. The only one watching us leave was Tasha, her eyes fixed on Paz with a fierce glare.
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The next two weeks passed slowly. Paz and I didn’t talk about what had happened at the LARP practice. We also hadn’t gone back and I wasn’t sure if we would. The days were filled with classes and training with Jade, who we hadn’t told about the LARP.

Training was going well. I was learning so much about weapons, strategy, martial arts, and even breathing techniques. Paz and I usually sparred with each other and then took turns sparring with Jade. 

Classes were a different story. While my grades hadn’t yet started to suffer from my constant distraction, I was starting to lose touch with anyone who wasn’t Paz. The biggest reason was a fear I was too afraid to vocalize, that I might lose control of myself again and hurt someone. The other reason was Tasha.

I hadn’t yet seen her on campus and wasn’t even sure if she had officially transferred yet. We were halfway through the fall semester and it seemed an odd time to show up. I was stressed, wondering if every approaching person was Tasha, finally ready to tell me secrets that she seemed to hide. But I hadn’t seen her since the day of the LARP practice.

Paz and I were walking home together after classes when I finally decided to say something about that day.

“Paz-” I started but was cut off.

“Listen, if you’re wanting to talk about what happened, I get it.” Paz said.

“How did you know what I was going to say?” I asked.

“It’s...” Paz sighed and ran her hand through her hair. “Because of our bond.”

“Our bond?” I repeated.

“Yes, our bond.” Paz said. “I’m surprised Jade didn’t explain this part to you. The bond between a dragon and their dragon knight let them sense things. Like we’re now able to tell if something is bothering the other. The bond will eventually warn us if either of us is in danger or hurt. And protectiveness increases as well. The bond grows slowly so that we can adjust to it.”

“So that’s why I lost control then...”

“Yeah, it was probably way too soon to do something like that.” 

“I see.”

“But I don’t get why the reaction was that strong.” Paz mused. “It was just a game and those weapons don’t really pose a risk. Usually a reaction like that would be because someone in the area was a dragon slayer or a dragon killer...”

I paled as Paz trailed off. Could someone have actually been at the LARP looking for a real dragon to hunt and kill? The thought was disturbing. Who could it have been? I didn’t know anyone there other than Paz and Tasha, so that left far too many suspects. For all I knew, it could even have been someone in the woods that had nothing to do with the LARP.

“Paz, do you think..”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Now what?” I asked. I couldn’t help but worry. Paz was in danger again. And so was I.

“Right now all we can do is try to figure out who it is. Hopefully before they either get to us or to one of our friends.” Paz said.

I felt my heart sink as I processed what Paz had just said. Our friends at the University could be targeted to get to us. And if they decided to strike based on how close either of was to someone, Tasha could be a target. And I wasn’t allowed to even tell her or anyone else that they were in danger.

“Let’s talk to Jade before we do anything,” Paz continued. “She’s way more experienced than us and if we act without at least getting her advice we could accidentally make things way worse.”

“Okay, let’s go.” I said.

Paz and I put our things away as soon we arrived home. We changed into our training clothes and Paz called Jade.

“Hey, we need to meet.” Paz said. “Can you open a portal to your place?”

Paz hung up the phone and turned to me. “Jade says we need to be ready in five.”

I nodded and we finished getting ready. A portal of swirling blue magic opened in our kitchen and Paz and I stepped through the portal. It was time to talk to Jade.
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“Well then,” Jade looked at the two of us with a smirk. “Maybe you should have asked me if you were ready to try sparring for fun. I would have gone along to rein you in, Juliet. If you had told me about the little excursion you two were planning, I would have been able to keep you from losing control. And I would have been able to identify our foe and which group they belong to. We might have even been able to deal with them already. But now we have to search the area. Congratulations, actions have consequences. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.”

We both looked at the floor as Jade lectured us. Neither of us could deny that we had been reckless. That didn’t make her words sting any less as I stared at the wooden floor. 

“You’re right,” I said softly. “We should have talked to you.”

“We didn’t have any way of knowing that an enemy would be hiding at the LARP.” Paz objected. “The campus and city are usually really safe.”

“Oh, safe like when I first met the two of you?” Jade pointed out. “Where there is a dragon killer, others are often close behind. Especially when the person they sent first vanishes.”

“I didn’t consider that,” Paz admitted. “I guess I just assumed we were safe again and that the training was just in case we got really unlucky.”

“I assumed the same thing,” I said.

“If you really want to be safe from dragon killer and dragon slayers, you would need to stay in Haruhi.” Jade told us. “The veil keeps them out and with the exception of the rare one that finds a wild portal, they can’t get to this continent.”

Jade then walked over to her weapons racks and grabbed three bo staffs. 

“Here,” She said, tossing a staff to each of us. “Training’s about to get a bit more intense. Whenever you aren’t in class, I want both of you here.”

“What?” Paz looked surprised. 

“You heard me,” Jade glared at her. “Studying, eating, sleeping, training. You’re doing it all here. Until the area you live in is safe again, consider this your home.”

Jade then had Paz and I take turns fighting with the staffs. First with her and then with each other. We struck, blocked, and whirled around on the training floor as Jade corrected our stances and movements. Sometimes she had us go slow, other times she had us see how quickly we could fight.

Jade had us switch to several different weapons after that. We worked with swords, daggers, and rope darts. Then the weapons were put aside and we moved on to martial arts. The final part of the day’s intense training session was stretching and cooling down. 

“Go home and pack what you need.” Jade said to us once we were finished. “Then call me and I’ll portal you back here. It’s a Friday night so this is where you’re spending the weekend.”

Jade used the magic of her ring to open a portal. Paz and went through and the swirling blue energy of the portal closed behind us. We then collapsed on the couch.

“Well, this is a mess.” Paz complained. “Looks like we’re living with drill sergeant Jade for a while.”

“Yeah,” I said. “What if she tries to apply her training techniques to how we do our homework?”

My attempt at a joke made Paz panic a bit.

“No,” She paled. “If Jade starts critiquing how we do homework, I’m going to be too stressed to get anything done.”

Paz and I then moved to our rooms to get ready to leave. We packed clothes, everything we needed for our college courses, books, and some random knickknacks we didn’t want to leave behind.

“Well, this is it.” I said.

“Yep,” Paz said, pulling out her phone.

She dialed Jade’s number.

“Hey, we’re ready.”

The now familiar portal opened, shining blue in the living room. Looking at each other, we grabbed our bags. Then together we stepped through the portal. 

As usual, the portal took us to Jade’s training room. Jade looked at us and motioned for us to follow her out of the training room and into the part of her home that we hadn’t been in before.
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Jade’s home, we now saw, was a bit larger than we had thought. Paz and I followed her through it, getting the full tour from her. Her house was like her training room, a mix of different styles that shouldn’t work well together yet looked as if they were meant to be together. I hadn’t expected her house to be this fancy.

She had multiple guest bedrooms, which was nice because that meant Paz and I could have our own space if we wanted. I wasn’t sure if I was brave enough to ask her if she’d want to share though. I wanted to be near her and I don’t think it was all the work of the bond.

The kitchen was spacious and had a mix of modern appliances and older tools that I wasn’t sure how to use. Her dining room was a low table with mats and cushions to kneel on during meals. Yet another thing to get used to. Then Jade led us to a room with a large, ornately carved wooden door.

“I think you guys will like this room as much as I do,” she said, pushing open the door. “Welcome to my pride and joy. This room is the reason I am never moving.”

The room Jade was the most proud of was her library. It was enormous, with cathedral ceilings and mahogany bookshelves so tall that some of them had rolling ladders. There were even shelves accessible only with stairs leading up to second level balconies. The shelves themselves were filled with seemingly countless books and scrolls. 

Crimson carpet with gold edging lined the floors. The railings for the stairways and balconies were polished and matching the bookshelves perfectly. On closer inspection of the content of the shelves, I noticed that some of the books were modern novels that Jade must have acquired from our world. She seemed to have every genre I could think of, both fiction and nonfiction. Paz and I wouldn’t have to worry about a lack of books to help us with classwork or even novels to read for fun.

“This is...” I wasn’t sure how to vocalize how much I loved her library. It was like a fairytale library that every person had dreamed about at least once in their life.

“Magnificent,” Paz finished for me. “Juliet and I haven’t seen a library this grand outside of movies.”

“I guess the dragon nobles can’t compete with my library then. That’s good to know. I’m glad you both like it.” Jade grinned. “This is where we’ll be most of the time when we aren’t training. You’ll be able to use any of the books as long as you take care of them.”

In addition, the library also had several comfortable looking chairs and a table for reading or studying at. Jade led us to the table and we sat down. I watched her as we sat in silence for a moment. Then Jade began to speak.

“I’m glad you accepted my offer to stay here,” Jade said. “I have much to teach you about our enemies and yourselves. We’re going to need every advantage and bit of knowledge possible to survive.”
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“What information do you have about our enemies that I didn’t already learn as a child?” Paz said softly. 

“Our enemy here is more dangerous than we thought. We aren’t facing easy to vanquish dragon killers. We’re up against an organized network of dragon slayers.” Jade said.

“What’s the difference? Does it even matter?” Paz snapped. She looked stressed and exhausted.

“Paz,” I rested a hand on her leg and tried to calm her. I could feel her emotions vividly at the moment through our bond.

“The difference is that the dragon slayers are more organized. They’re better trained, more well armed. A dragon slayer is significantly more likely to kill you.” Jade said seriously. “While you guys packed, I did some investigating. There are at least two near your university. It’s not safe right now. You haven’t had enough training yet. Together, you might be able to run from them. Alone, you’d die.”

“We’re listening.” I said, trying to get Paz to settle and stop challenging Jade.

Jade stood and walked toward the shelves. At first I thought she was going to climb the ladder, as she stopped and lingered by it. Instead, she headed up the stairs and along the balcony. Jade didn’t stop again until she reached the end of the shelves. I watched her reach for a book, but I couldn’t tell what it was called with how far away she was. Jade then returned to the table, book in hand.

“This is going to help you learn about our enemy and about yourselves,” Jade set the book down on the table. “When you aren’t studying for class, I expect you to study this.”

The book was a plain brown, with the title The Dragon Knights printed on the cover in gold lettering. No author was listed. 

“This book is the work of the dragon knights who have come before us. Their knowledge will help guide us.” Jade continued. “The enemy we are up against has existed almost as long as the dragon knights.”

“We’re ready to learn,” I said. Beside me, Paz nodded.

Jade opened the book to the first page and we moved around the table. Now sitting on each side of her, Paz and I read the book with Jade.
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It was supposed to be a meeting between friends. I hadn’t been prepared for what I was about to learn. And I would wish that Paz and I had just stayed home.

The whole thing started after we had spent a few weeks staying at Jade’s house. The three of us had fallen into a comfortable rhythm of training, studying, reading about the history of the dragon knights and the guild of dragon slayers, and trying to relax.

Paz and I had started out in our own rooms, but she had slowly gravitated to sleeping in my room with me. I was now starting to come to realize what neither of us were able to say out loud yet. We had feelings for each other. Feelings that might be more romantic in nature than the dragon knight bond we shared.

But then everything changed when I got a text from Tasha. She wanted to meet me in the park, hinting at having something extremely important to talk to me about. I had replied right away that I’d meet up with her in a few hours. 

Jade wasn’t home, so I asked Paz if she would let Jade know where I had gone. Paz had protested, not wanting me to go alone. In the end, we settled on leaving a note for Jade. Paz and I were off to the park.

––––––––
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“JULIET!” TASHA SAID, running across the grass towards me. “You came.”

Then she saw that Paz with me and stopped.

“Can we speak alone?” Tasha asked, looking uncomfortably at Paz. “Please Jules?”

“I’m not-” Paz started.

“It’s okay,” I raised my hand, cutting Paz’s protest off. “Nothing bad’s going to happen in the park. It’ll just be me and Tasha. I’ll find you when we’re done.”

Paz looked like she wanted to argue, then she changed her mind. With a huff she walked away, deeper into the part. Tasha waited until Paz was out of sight before turning to me and speaking.

“Okay, Jules...” she began nervously. “I want you to take what I’m about to say seriously. I know it’s outlandish. But you need to know.”

“Tasha, what are you talking about?” I was confused and starting to feel uneasy. 

“It’s about my family. And about yours.” Jade said. “You need to know what they really do.”

––––––––
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“THEY’RE WHAT?” I ASKED in shock, unable to process what Tasha had just told me. I felt sick to my stomach, desperately hoping that I had misheard her.

“They’re part of an ancient organization called the Guild of Vanquishers.” Tasha repeated. “They slay monsters like demons and dragons.”

“Why didn’t I know about this?” I asked quietly. 

“Juliet, you cried at even the slightest injury and cared about even dangerous animals as a little kid.” Tasha rolled her eyes. “It was decided that you would get to live a civilian life because you were too soft.”

“Why are you telling me this now?” I said. “What changed?”

“You’re in danger.” Tasha said urgently. “Your friend Paz isn’t who she seems to be. She’s a dragon.”

“She’s a good person,” I said, glaring at Tasha.

“You don’t get it because you never got the training and classes the rest of us had.” Tasha insisted. “Paz is a dragon and dragons are dangerous killers that can hide among us. I think she’s targeting you to strike at the guild. But that won’t be a problem soon.”

Now I was getting worried. Paz was in the park by herself and the dragon slayers knew who she was. I had to find her and make sure she was safe. But first I needed to get as much information as I could.

“What are you planning to do?” I tried to keep my voice from wavering.

“Derrick is part of the guild as well,” Tasha said. “Since the dragon is here, he’s going to take care of the problem for us.”

“You can’t!” I said, panicking.

“We have to.” Tasha refused to leave an opening for me to try to get through to her. “I’m sure he’s going to attack any minute now.”

I desperately hoped that it wasn’t the case. Deciding further conversation with Tasha was futile, I bolted. I was going to find Paz and save her.
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“Paz!” I yelled as I ran down the paved path of the park. “Where are you?”

I was terrified that I was too late as I rushed through the park as quickly as possible. I had no weapons on me and no one to call for help. Tasha was chasing after me, trying to convince me to stop.

“Jules,” Tasha yelled. “Come back!”

“I can’t let you hurt her!”

“You don’t know what you’re doing! Just stop and listen to me.”

“No.”

“Jules, I promise that you’ll understand. Slow down!”

Tasha was starting to catch up to me. I was running on pure adrenaline but I wasn’t sure if I could find Paz in time. I was terrified that I would tire and fail.

But then the information I had read came to me. As a dragon knight, if my dragon needed me I could answer her call. If I looked deep inside myself, I could find her. 

I could feel it through our bond now. Paz was about to be in danger. I let the feelings from the bond take control and guide me to her. I was now barely paying attention to my surroundings as I ran. 

The dragon knight bond made me faster than I had ever been. Stronger, too. I leapt over benches and wove around trees and boulders as I neared where I felt Paz was.

“Juliet! Whatever you think you’re doing, stop!” Tasha yelled as she tried to catch me. “You can’t interfere. You could get hurt! The dragon could take you as a hostage.”

“She’s my friend!” I yelled, refusing to slow down. “Paz would never hurt me.”

“You don’t know that!”

“I do!”

“How can I make you understand that dragons are evil?”

“They aren’t.”

“What did she do to you?”

I made the mistake of looking back at Tasha. She was angrily crying as she ran. I wondered what the guild had done to her to get her to be this willing to despise all dragons. I was grateful that I had somehow been fortunate enough to escape the indoctrination that she had received.

“I’ll talk to the guild. You’ll get trained and then you’ll understand.” Tasha continued. “I don’t know what kind of dark hold this dragon has on your mind, but once she’s gone you’ll come to your senses.”

“I’m going to save her.” I yelled.

Ahead of me was Paz. Her back was turned and I prepared to yell again to get her attention. But she wasn’t alone. Derrick was sneaking towards her in full armor, sword drawn.

“Look out!” I screamed.

“Juliet?” Paz said, confused.

Paz turned around and Derrick lunged at her, swinging his sword.
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Chapter Fourteen
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As I saw the silver blade swing towards Paz, I feared I would be too late. At the last possible moment, she dodged, barely avoiding what would have been a fatal strike.

“Keep your ‘friend’ under control Tasha!” Derrick yelled. “She caused me to miss!”

“I’m trying!” Tasha said, exasperated. “The dragon has some kind of mind control magic or something. Jules is disturbingly devoted to her. She didn’t even look shocked when I told her that her friend was a dragon!” 

“The ‘hold’ is friendship.” Paz growled. 

“Paz, I’m here!” I darted to her side. “Let’s end this.”

“Get away from her,” Tasha demanded. 

“No,” I said. “Paz isn’t a bad person. You need to listen to me.”

“She’s a dragon. She has to be slain,” Tasha kept insisting. “She’s twisted your mind somehow.”

“Step aside,” Derrick said. “I’m ending this fight now.”

“Please Juliet, just move out of the way.” Tasha begged. “I love you. I have always loved you. Let me help set you free. I know you feel the same about me.”

It was the worst thing she could have said in front of Paz, who looked like she’d just been slapped. True, Tasha and I had dated as teenagers. But we had both since moved on. And so I had to make a choice.

“I did once,” I said. “But not anymore.”

Before I could continue, Derrick and Paz were locked in combat. She kept dodging while he tried to kill her. Tasha tried to stand in the way as the deadly dance continued.
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AFTER SEVERAL FAILED attempts, I managed to get around Tasha.

“Paz, I choose you!” I ran towards her. “I love you!”

My confession sparked something new in the dragon knight bond. Derrick was forced away from us as Paz and I both glowed with light. The dragon soul sword emerged from Paz’s body once more, only this time it felt like an extension of myself.

I moved fast, disarming Derrick in a single strike.

“Leave!” I commanded. 

“Jules... What are you?” Tasha asked, backing away.

“I am a dragon knight and I will spare you because of the friendship we once had. But if you come after us again, I won’t hesitate. Tell your guild that the dragon knights have returned. No more slaying dragons.” I said grandly. “Now begone!”

With a last longing look at me, Tasha turned and fled. Derrick followed close behind her.

The battle was over.
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ONCE WE WERE SAFE, I turned to Paz.

“Are you okay?” I asked gently.

“Yeah,” she said, shaken.

“I meant what I said. Every word.”

“I know,” Paz said softly. “I could feel it through our bond. And I want you to know, I love you too.”

In that moment, we weren’t worried about dragon slayers or dragon killers. We were two people in love. 

Paz and I moved closed to each other.

“Stay with me,” I breathed.

“Forever, my dragon knight.” She replied.

Then we kissed. Together, we could face any enemy. No danger would be too great.
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Epilogue
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It had been a few months now since the battle in the park. Paz and I were still living at Jade’s home in Kahea. We still had a full schedule between college classes and training, but we were used to it now.

Things had been quiet. No new enemies had appeared and I hadn’t heard anything from Tasha or my family. Paz and I hadn’t been brave enough to go back to the LARP, but we wanted to. Now that Tasha and Derrick were gone, it should be safe.

We had a lot to look forward to, though. Jade had finally decided to show Paz and I around the town she lived in. I was excited and so was Paz. But best of all, Paz and I had been dating ever since the battle. Sure, I knew it might be the calm before the storm. But right now, everything was perfect. I had my dragon and she had her dragon knight.
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Sneak Peek: The Journal of Irene Summerset
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Explore more of the continent of Haruhi in Akiyama Quest! See what Jade is up to when she isn’t training Paz and Juliet. Learn more about the strange world Jade and Paz come from in The Journal of Irene Summerset, the first book in the Akiyama Quest series. Read on for a sneak peek.
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DARCY COLLINS BRUSHED strands of blond hair off of her face as she looked up from the leather-bound book. A glance at the boy sitting next to her confirmed that she had not imagined what they had just read.

“Do you think this could actually be real? Or maybe it’s like those ology books where the publishing company claims it’s a real journal they found in a crate or a tree or something? Maybe we should send it in!” Benni Dutch told Darcy, a look of disbelief on his face.

“No Benni,” Darcy whispered. “I think this is real. No one goes into this old section of the university library. We aren’t supposed to be here. After all, this was the private library of Professor Summerset before she disappeared. Why would she bother to write this book and leave it here if it’s just a joke? Maybe this is where she disappeared to.”

“Well, we can’t show this to anyone. No one would take us seriously. After all, a disappeared professor leaves a journal talking about magic portals and a place that shouldn’t exist? I mean, this is a pretty shocking thing. Who would have thought another continent exists and is hidden by magic? They’ll assume she was a nutcase and they’ll assume we’re delusional too.” A frustrated Benni put his hand on the desk. “We have to find one of these portals ourselves and learn what really happened. Darcy, what’s the journal say about locating a portal?”

“It says that they can pop up anywhere but are most common in the woods.” Darcy scanned several pages of the journal. “Apparently the things we need to look for are fairy rings made of toadstools, waterfalls with caves made from stone with a blue hue to them, and unshod horse hoof prints leading to a circle of barren grey trees.”

“What’s unshod mean?” Benni looked at her in confusion.

“It means the horse doesn’t have shoes on. You’d know this if you paid attention to what mom tried to teach you.” Darcy chastised.

“Your mom, you mean. My real parents got taken away and are never coming back.” Benni angrily began to walk out of the room.

“Benni, wait, I’m sorry!” Darcy called. “I know you’ve only been living with my family for a few months but to me you’re already an important part of it. You’re more than just a foster brother, you’re my best friend. I know it’s been hard but just give everything a chance, it’ll work out. Please, just try to give this a chance.” Tears filled Darcy’s eyes and she made no move to wipe them away.

Benni turned around and walked back to the desk. “Okay Darcy, let’s try to find one of these portals.” 

“Great! Let’s grab some supplies first. I bet there’s quite a bit in here that will come in handy. Take everything that looks like it could be useful.” Darcy’s enthusiasm returned.

The two children found a leather backpack and filled it with several books and maps from the private library. Darcy put the backpack on and slipped the journal into her coat pocket. Benni then filled his backpack. They exited the library and walked across the campus to the woods.

“Hang on a second Darcy. Let’s head into the history building first.” He steered her away from the woods and back to campus.

“Benni, why?” she questioned as they entered the history building “We usually can figure mysteries out on our own. Do you think there’s a clue of some kind in this building?”

“I don’t know,” Benni said. “Usually we have Kirk with us.”

“We’ll be fine,” Dacy said. “Relax a little.”
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“DARCY, MAYBE ONE OF the other professors knows about Akiyama.” Benni told her as they walked down a hallway. “Professor Summerset must have had at least one person that she would have trusted with this. It’s common sense. And besides, Kirk is usually the one who knows the most about history and myths and figuring out the mysteries. Remember, he couldn’t come to camp so we need another source of info. We had to turn in our cell phones at the beginning of camp so it’s not like we can call him and ask.”

“Yeah, that’s true. I guess I’m used to having him around when things get interesting. But are you sure we should talk to a professor?” Darcy replied.

“We don’t know anything about her personal life outside of Akiyama so it’s our only option right now. And we aren’t allowed to leave university grounds,” Benni stated.

“Which one though? A lot of professors teach here and I’m sure she talked to most of them on a regular basis. But I doubt she trusted many, if any of them, with her secret. It would take a person open to the impossible to even consider believing her. Most of them probably wouldn’t give her a chance to explain. They’d just call her crazy and laugh at her. I honestly doubt anyone here knows anything about the journal. Who’d believe her?” Darcy contemplated.

“Let’s start with the mythology professor. Professor Kincaid might be weird, but he seems like a nice guy. Maybe she said something to him. It’s worth a try. Come on, let’s find his office.” Benni led her toward a group of offices. 

They scanned the names on the doors until the pair stopped in front of a door with a plaque reading “Professor Martin Kincaid, Mythology and Ancient Civilizations”, nailed to the door. Darcy and Benni looked at each other, and then Benni knocked on the door as the pair waited to see what would happen.
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THEY DID NOT HAVE TO wait long. 

“May I help you?” A young man with messy brown hair and glasses poked his head out of the door as he opened it.

“Professor Kincaid! Were you friends with Professor Summerset?” Benni queried.

“Why yes I was. It’s a horrible tragedy that she’s missing. She was a truly remarkable person. I hope she’s alright, wherever she is. And that she returns to us soon.” Professor Kincaid adjusted his glasses and gazed at a ring with a silver snowflake that he wore on his left hand.

“Did she ever say anything to you about magic?” Darcy slammed a hand on the professor’s desk as they entered the office.

“Darcy!” Benni reprimanded in a sharp whisper.

“Magic?” Professor Kincaid tripped as he attempted to sit down.

“Yes!” Darcy persisted.

Kincaid attempted to sit in his desk chair once more and landed on the floor as he accidentally sent his chair rolling away. He stretched across the floor grabbed his chair and pulled it back to his desk. The professor picked himself up, using the chair for some rather unsteady support, and brushed his hair out of his face as finally managed to sit down.

“Well, by magic do you mean our mutual love for books? Or studying history? Or maybe you refer to our rather infamous debates on conspiracy theories, those were quite the thing. I’m not sure they could be classed as magic, though. But the younger generations appear to forever assign new meanings to old words, no matter how outlandish.” He queried.

“No, we mean actual magi-” Darcy began.

“Yes! That’s exactly what we mean!” Benni cut Darcy off as quickly as he could, receiving a quick glare from the girl.

“What! I- I don’t know anything about that, not anything at all! You both should be going now. Office hours are ending early today as I have just remembered an appointment I must leave for. Thank you for visiting and have a good day.” With that the nervous man ushered them out of his office before locking the door and leaving.

“Well, that was...” Darcy began.

“He knows something.” Benni cut her off. “But he’s clearly not going to be any help at all. We’re on our own.”

“So, let’s go!” Darcy led the way through the hallways.

“Hang on?!? Where?” Benni hurried behind her.

“Akiyama. We’re going to rescue Professor Summerset.”
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Sneak Peek: Fantasy Unleashed
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Jade has one of the dimension seals. But how many are there? Where are the others? Find out in the main series in this shared universe, Fantasy Unleashed. 
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KIRK SHERWOOD SIGHED as he waited his turn to recite part of the poem. He usually liked English class, but today had been a far more frustrating day than usual. Pixie was distracted and constantly daydreaming and then asking him something random out of nowhere. What kind of answer did she expect when asking him his opinions about things like: Could magic exist? Do you believe in fairies? Unicorns? Dragons? Talking wolves? Obviously, his answer to her silly questions was always no.

Marlee was only slightly better than Pixie at the moment in his opinion. While she wasn't asking him random questions like Pixie, she had been focusing so much on studying that she was ignoring him. He found this almost as annoying as the constant nonsensical questions. Or maybe he was just way to stressed at the moment. 

Their English professor announcing that it was Kirk’s turn snapped him out of his spiraling thoughts.

Kirk stood and began to calmly recite:

For tho' from out our bourne of Time and Place

The flood may bear me far,

I hope to see my Pilot face to face

When I have crost the bar.

The final part of the poem Crossing the Bar by Lord Alfred Tennyson was part of the poetry unit the class was currently studying. Kirk had actually read the poem many times before. Studying it had helped him stay grounded during his freshman year of high school. And he was certain it had helped that summer, but for some reason he couldn’t quite remember what he had done most of the summer. Or any of the summers after his Freshman year of high school. The fact that he couldn’t really remember four whole summers should bother him, but whenever he tried to focus on that his mind tended to switch tracks and think of something else.

The class period ended and Kirk grabbed his bag and followed Pixie and Marlee out of the room. He fought the urge to smile as Damian Stryfe walked towards them. Damian was everything Kirk wished he was. Bold and unafraid of anything. As Damian ran a hand through his jet black hair, Kirk was torn between wanting to avoid him and wanting to tell Damian about his-

“Are you okay?” Damian asked as he approached Kirk. “You look like you’re gonna pass out. I don’t think people are supposed to turn that shade of red.”

“Oh, I’m fine. Just saw an embarrassing old photo of me on an archeology did with my parents.” Kirk tried to come up with an excuse. Had he been that obvious about his crush?

“What? I’m sure no photo of you could be embarrassing Indiana Jones.” Damian teased with a smile. 

Kirk wasn’t sure how to respond and reached into his bag for a history textbook. Maybe he could pretend to read it while the group walked to their next class. Unfortunately for Kirk, he fumbled with the book and dropped it. He quickly picked it up, blushing again with embarrassment. 

“Okay, maybe you’re more of a Milo Thatch.” Damian laughed. “That’s probably the better movie archeologist to compare you to.”

“Well Atlantis is my favorite Disney movie,” Kirk admitted.

“Hey, mine too. Treasure Planet is a close second though.” Damian looped his arm through Kirk’s and pulled him along. “Let’s get to class, the girls left us behind already.”

Kirk was stunned by Damian’s actions but didn’t pull his arm away. They hurried to catch up to Pixie and Marlee. The two boys walked to the auditorium where Marlee was waiting by herself. Pixie was nowhere in sight.

“Where’s Pixie?” Kirk asked. “Do I even want to know?”

“She’s on stage,” Marlee rolled her eyes. “You know her, what else would you expect?”

“But class doesn’t start for like twenty minutes!” Kirk fretted. “She shouldn’t be on stage right now.”

“I don’t think anyone can stop Pixie once she decides to do something,” Damian noted.

Just then, Pixie ran out of the auditorium and motioned for the others to follow her back inside.

“Guys, come on. Stop just standing outside like weirdos.” Pixie darted back into the auditorium and towards the stage. 

“We might as well go in,” Marlee said.

Sighing, Kirk followed Marlee and Damian into the auditorium. He could only hope that Pixie would stay out of antics during class. Hope being the key word. So far it was thankfully another ordinary day at the university. 
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PIXIE RAN ONSTAGE. Today was a workshop on stage combat. She had arrived early, hoping to snoop around and find out what the next play or musical would be. Director Ramsey had been keeping it under wraps, claiming that his students needed to be ready to audition for anything he threw their way.

“Kirk, Marlee, Damian... Hurry up!” Pixie called to her friends, who were lagging behind. She quickly arrived at the center of the stage and spun around.

“Pixie, get off the stage,” Kirk said with exasperation, running a hand through his hair. “Messing around won’t make class start any sooner.”

Pixie didn’t really care about that fact. Any moment she was on stage was good, even if nothing was happening. She loved the heavy curtains, the lights overhead, the sound of her footsteps on the floor. And the stage itself could be used for almost anything. Plays, musicals, operas, dancing, performance art, choir, band, even puppetry. In a way, life was like a big stage to her. After all, Pixie noticed music and art and dancing movement in everything. One could almost say that life was a giant improve musical, with peace and war, drama and calm. That was why she’d chosen the majors that she had. 

Equine Science and Theater didn’t seem to go together at first glance as a double major. Pixie often had to encourage people to take a closer look. She’d then explain how they actually did go together. Both theater and horseback riding involved art, rhythm, and harmony. Jumping a horse required counting your distance and timing. Each gait of a horse involved beats just like dancing or playing music. Riding a dressage horse was practically dancing on horseback. And there were even some theaters that combined horses with plays and musicals and circus arts. Cavalia was perhaps one of the best examples of this, with their intricate and downright breathtaking performances. 

Someday, she would start her own show. She’d work with her horses and ponies and people to create something just as stunning as Cavalia. This was her deepest, most desired dream. But sometimes when people asked her what she wanted to do with her degrees, she’d get nervous and say that she wanted to teach English riding lessons and just write plays and novels. Because sometimes when she actually told someone her real goals, they’d smile and tell her that it was nice that she had big dreams. And she could tell that they didn’t really believe that she could accomplish such a big task. The only people who actually seemed to believe in her were Kirk, Marlee, Damian, and her parents.

The sound of Kirk jumping onto the stage made her realize that all three of her friends had now joined her onstage. 

“You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if Ramsey notices the hard work you’ve been putting in and gives you a bigger role in the fall musical.” Kirk said. “The rest of us have definitely noticed, even if sometimes you push too hard for including horses.

“Yeah, I think he was pretty impressed with how well you did during the opening week one act.” Marlee noted.

Usually the opening week one act play was only available to returning students. But when an injury caused an actress who didn’t have an understudy to step down, Director Ramsey had held open auditions for the role to anyone. Pixie and Kirk and Marlee had just returned from camp the day before and she’d decided to go for it. Somehow, she’d landed the part and had pulled it off with only a week and a half of rehearsal. Her success didn’t stop her from worrying about if she’d get cast in any of the three performances during the school year though.

“So, any thoughts on what the fall musical could be? We know you’ve been trying to give Ramsey ideas for shows.” Damian teased.

“Don’t get her started-” Kirk protested.

Pixie ignored him and started to list musicals she’d like to do. Coincidentally, information on all these shows had mysteriously been dropped off at Director Ramsey’s office.

“Well, Beetlejuice, The Lightning Thief Musical, My Fair Lady, Wicked-” Pixie began, only to glare at Kirk when he cut her off.

“Heathers, Six, and The Phantom of the Opera. Did I get them all?” Kirk said in annoyance. At this point, he had Pixie’s list of dream musicals memorized. He blamed Damian, who thought it was funny to keep asking Pixie about it.

“Yeah,” Pixie admitted sheepishly.

“I knew it,” Kirk said smugly, crossing his arms.

“I think the only reason The Music Man, Oklahoma, Annie, and Les Misérables aren’t on the list is because you got to be in them during high school.” Marlee joined in. “Or are you going to add them to the list because Damian didn’t go to high school with us and you want his to be able to experience those shows with the three of us?”

Pixie blushed as she remembered the sheer insanity of high school theater rehearsals with Kirk and Marlee. “Well...”

“Hey, whatever show gets picked, I’m sure we’ll all enjoy it.” Damian said. “Now let’s wait in the seats before everyone else shows up. I think our classmates are going to think we live in the storage rooms above the stage with how much time we spend here.”

“I don’t know, I think Pixie spends just as much time at the barn.” Marlee jokingly pointed out. “Maybe Ramsey’ll announce she’s talked him into putting on the performance in the indoor arena instead of in here.”

“Why not?” Pixie said. “One of the long sides of the arena has stadium seating so it could easily work.”

“Remind me not to let Pixie give Ramsey any more ideas,” Kirk groaned. “I am not getting on a horse any more than I absolutely have to.”

“Kirk,” Marlee glared at him.

“I know, I know,” he said.

Pixie had missed that last exchange between Kirk and Marlee as she led the group down the stairs and to the first row of seats in front of the stage. They settled into the comfortable red velvet seats and chatted as they waited for Director Ramsey and the rest of the class to arrive.
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Learn more about the magic that connects the Fantasy Unleashed universe in the first official standalone novella.
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“FIRST DAY OF SUMMER!” Mina cheerfully called as she raced into the barn.

Mina grabbed her brushes from the tack room and went to her pony’s stall. She haltered and led the white pony out of her stall, cross tying her in the aisle. Mina chatted to her pony as she brushed her.

“Wish, now that it’s summer we can start showing and going exploring the new trails on the land that Jen bought to expand the stable.” She explained to her pony. “We’ve been working hard all year! Now it’s time for that work to pay off.”

“Hi Mina!” Jen, the owner of the farm, walked up to Mina and Wish. “How’re you doing?” She set a bag on the ground and gave Wish a pat and a treat. 

“Great! I love the new trails and jumps! It’s awesome that Featherwood Ridge is expanding! I can’t wait to see how show season goes. We’ve got so much to help us train.” Mina gushed.

“It seems like you don’t miss school at all.” Jen joked.

“Well, freshman year was fun but I’d rather be riding.” Mina said. “Wish and I need to work hard with show season starting in only a few days.”

“You both will do great,” Jen reassured her, picking her bag back up.

“Well, Wish and I better finish getting ready. Lucy should be here any minute.” Mina patted her pony.

“Oh, before I forget, guess what came? Here, these are for you and Wish.” Jen handed Mina the bag.

“Awesome!” Mina opened the bag and pulled out a pair of huge sparkly Pegasus wings, a browband made of blue gems, blue tulle mane ribbons, and a matching quarter sheet. “Wish’s costume is here! This is perfect for the Fern Hollow Open Show.”

“Have fun!” Jen walked away.

Mina finished brushing her pony. She grabbed her saddle, pad, and bridle from the tack room and got her pony all tacked up. Mina added Wish’s new costume and adjusted it to make sure it fit her perfectly.

“There, now you’re a magical Pegasus.” She stood back and admired her pony. “Okay! Let’s head to the arena and see how this costume looks when we’re moving.” 

Mina led her pony out of the barn and into the large, sandy outdoor arena. She mounted and began to warm up. The pair took advantage of the empty arena to see how the costume moved while doing their entire musical dressage routine. The costume floated gracefully with each movement they did. The wings gently moved as if they were almost real.

“Great job Wish!” Mina praised her pony. “That was perfect!”

Mina walked Wish on a long rein and the pony stretched and cooled down from their ride. As they were finishing, a girl with frizzy black hair rode a chestnut pony, who was decorated with crimson faux armor and wearing dragon wings of the same color, into the arena.

“Hi Lucy!” Mina greeted her girlfriend. “I love the costume on Red.”

“Thanks Mina!” Lucy replied. “He was super good about letting me put it on him. Wish looks great too!”

The girls walked their ponies side by side and continued to talk. They discussed summer plans, the end of the school year, and their ponies. Both ponies walked calmly, not minding their costumes at all. As Mina prepared to let Wish be done with their ride, a girl rode a palomino pony into the ring. The pony wore a green quarter sheet, matching polo wraps, and fairy wings that made Mina think about Tinkerbell. 

“How do you guys like Gold Dust’s costume? He looks the best in green and his fairy costume will be the best costume in the ring! We’re guaranteed blue ribbons in every class.” The girl boasted, tucking a strand of her dirty blond hair into her helmet.

Mina looked at Lucy and they both rolled their eyes before Mina replied. “Lara, he looks pretty. Don’t forget though that there’s more to the show than a good costume.”  

“Oh, I can out jump you two any day,” Lara shot back. “And my dressage is so much better. If a judge puts either of you in the ribbons, it’s only because she felt bad for you.”

Mina and Lucy watched as Lara walked Gold Dust past them. Mina dismounted Wish and loosened her girth.

“See you later,” she told Lucy, walking Wish back to the barn.

“Bye Mina!” Lucy called. 

Mina and Wish entered the barn. She untacked her pony, brushed her, put the tack and costume away, and gave Wish her dinner.

“Bye Wish! See you tomorrow!” Mina called as she left.

Mina got on her bike and headed home. She couldn’t wait to work with Wish again tomorrow.
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MINA BIKED UP HER DRIVEWAY and got off her bike, leaving it in front of the garage leaning against the wall. Entering the house, she darted up the stairs to her room. Looking around for a way to pass the time, she grabbed a book from her nightstand and sat on a sky-blue beanbag chair to read.

Before long, she was fully engrossed in the story of a girl and her pony going on a fantastic adventure in a fantasy world. Just as she finished the last page, a knock sounded on her door.

“Mina, time for dinner.” Her mother called.

“Coming,” Mina replied. “That was shockingly good timing.”

Mina headed downstairs and joined her parents at the dinner table.

“So, any evening plans?” Mina’s mother asked as they ate dinner. “Or are you staying in and reading tonight?”

“Actually, Lucy and I are hanging out.” Mina replied.

“Stay our of trouble.” Her dad said. “And don’t go onto private property.”

“That only happened one time Dad.” Mina rolled her eyes as she got up.

She headed to the door, pausing only to grab a brown leather backpack. Mina left the house, shrugged on the backpack, and hopped on her bike. She biked down the quiet suburban road and then onto the bike trail. Brown hair blew in the wind as she pedaled in the direction of the forest.

Once she started to get deeper into the forest, she turned off of the bike trail and onto a narrow dirt trail. With the rough footing and low tree branches, she was constantly weaving side to side and ducking. As she biked down the dirt trail in the woods, she saw her destination. A bunch of gray, weathered, stone ruins with unusual markings and arranged in patterns. Waiting near the ruins was Lucy, her bike leaning against a nearby tree.

“Hi Lucy!” Mina greeted her as she hopped off her bike and leaned it against a tree. 

“Mina, check out the ruins over here. I think I found a new section!” Lucy yelled. “It’s not the part that we’ve been trying to get to, but it’s still a new part.”

“Wow!” Mina carefully ran towards Lucy, navigating her way around the ruins and random rocks. “Yeah, all of these must have been uncovered by the storm last week.”

The two girls cautiously climbed through the ruins, looking at the various patterns carved on the stones.

“Check these out!” Mina called Lucy over to a circle of stones with intricate carvings. “These look like horses.”

“Wow, these are really pretty.” Lucy said, running a hand lightly over the markings on the stone. “I wonder who carved them?”

“No clue. No one else seems to know these are here. The library doesn’t have any records on these either.” Mina revealed. “I checked the last time I was downtown. The bookstore didn’t have any info either. But I did find some new fantasy books to read in the YA section.”

“Of course you did,” Lucy smiled as she studied the blue markings on the nearest stones.

Mina had become notorious for reading every YA Fantasy book she found. Lucy was always the first to know what new releases were the best, thanks to her girlfriend’s fast reading ability. Their friend group always asked Mina first before they read a new book. She almost always had a strong opinion of the book, as well as alternate recommendations if she felt the book wasn’t very good.

One thing the girls had noticed during their many explorations of the ruins was that all the markings were blue. They were a mix of swirls, stars, lightning bolts, moons, suns, cats, horses, and various birds. The art was carved deep into the stone and the blue artwork appeared to be made of either sapphire or a similar stone. 

“Maybe we can find out what they’re for on our own.” Lucy said. “This could be a mystery meant just for us.”

“And who made them.” Mina replied. “These must be here for a reason. The carvings seem almost magical.”

“Well, whoever made these must really like horses.” Lucy removed her hand from the markings.

“Definitely.” Mina laughed. “Or maybe the horses were part of their religion.”

Mina and Lucy continued to explore the ruins until the sun began to set. Upon the sight of the setting sun, they hurried back to their bikes. Saying goodbye, they both headed to their homes.

As Mina biked back, she decided to take an alternate way home. Turning off of the road, she headed along a well worn deer trail. She’d biked home this way before and she also had ridden Wish on this trail before as well. She and Lucy wanted to ride to the ruins someday, but they hadn’t found a connecting trail yet. And the bike path they used to get from the trail to the trail to the ruins didn’t allow horses. But with no connecting trail, they were stuck biking to the ruins. It was too risky with the terrain to make a trail connecting them and too easy to get lost in the woods. Plus they needed a way to safely tie their horses where they could see them while exploring.

Just as she reached the point the trail turned towards home, Mina saw a new trail that was in the direction of the ruins. It was narrow, but wide enough for the horses to get through single file.

“Well, I might as well see if it leads to the ruins,” Mina said to herself. “I still have enough daylight left.”

Mina biked down the narrow trail slowly. While the path was new, the trail itself wasn’t too bad. Only a limited number of brambles lined the edges and very few rocks lined the path. It was a surprising smooth trail to bike along. Mina decided that it would be safe for the horses, as she followed the trail.

Soon, the trees parted and Mina was back at the ruins. She had been right! However, she was in a section they had seen but hadn’t been able to get to. Looking around, Mina noticed a small path that led to the part of the ruins she knew. And nearby was an uphill path the the section that they had desperately wanted to explore. The ruins it that section had seemed fully intact. Near the hill path was a stone with ruins that appeared to be a message of some kind. The swirls looked almost like letters.

Mina studied it for a bit but was unable to translate the message the ruins made. Seeing the setting sun, Mina turned back to the path she had followed and biked home as fast as possible. Unknown to her, the ruins behind her began to glow and pulse a dark, shimmery blue.

Mina biked home as quickly as possible. The sun was almost fully down and the sky was a beautiful lavender twilight. She went down quiet roads and soon was pedaling up her driveway.

"I'm so in trouble," She muttered. Her parents didn’t take kindly to her spending too much time out late.

After putting her bike away, Mina carefully crept into the house. Fortunately, her parents were in the living room. They hadn't noticed her late return! Dashing to her room, Mina grabbed her book and read in bed until she returned it to the nightstand and fell asleep.
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BACK AT THE RUINS A blue glow pulsed until the light lit up the area. After a flash of sapphire, the light faded until only a blue portal of swirling energy remained and the markings on the ruins glowed softly. The gray stone of the ruins reflected the mystical blue light. And an ethereal voice called out “Return to us, oh new generation of guardians! Follow the falling feather home. Mythia needs you.” 
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Sneak Peek: Welcome to Alvilda
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Get another look at dragons with The Riders of Alvilda series.
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“I CAN’T WAIT TILL WE leave for camp tomorrow!” Pixie couldn’t contain her excitement as she raced up to her best friend Marlee. She almost fell as she slid to a stop in the hallway, her shoes squeaking on the shiny floor.

“Me neither,” Marlee replied as she emptied her locker into her backpack.

“Finally, a real adventure.” Pixie looked lost in a pleasant daydream.

In her mind she was already picturing the camp. She was thinking about riding a variety of horses and ponies, of arts and crafts, and working on her theater skills. Thoughts of nights of campfires and stargazing reminded her that the adventure she had so desperately wanted was only a day away.

Pixie Maxwell wanted to go on an adventure more than anything in the world. Especially after she and her best friend Marlee met Kirk. Kirk’s parents were traveling archeologists and he got to go on real adventures. Not normal stuff like visiting museums and parks. Camp Alvilda had seemed like the kind of place that could secretly have a magical adventure waiting just for her. And that was why she had chose that camp for her summer.

Pixie and Marlee had spent what seemed like countless hours pouring over the camp’s website and brochures. They had read reviews and blog articles. They even got a bird’s eye view of the camp thanks to Google Earth.

She was torn out of her daydreaming by Kirk’s arrival.

“You guys ready for a relaxing summer together?” He said cheerfully.

Pixie and Marlee looked awkwardly at each other.

“Kirk, did you forget that Marlee and I leave for camp tomorrow?” Pixie asked.
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KIRK ACTUALLY HAD FORGOTTEN.He had assumed that camp was just another one of Pixie’s big plans that would never actually happen. Like the time she tried to make plans for them to go to Maine during spring break and look for unicorns. She’d mentioned it a couple times and then spring break came and went with absolutely nothing happened. No trip to Maine and definitely no unicorns.

“You guys are actually going?” Kirk asked nervously, hoping he’d misunderstood. 

“Yep!” Pixie said. “Marlee and I leave early tomorrow morning.”

“But... you can’t go yet!” Kirk desperately searched for a reason. “You’ll miss the season finale of Webshow. And for Dead Dove Do Not Eat. We were supposed to watch them together.”

Kirk hoped that would be a good enough reason for the girls to delay leaving, if not cancel plans to go to camp. They’d bonded over being fans of the two sitcoms and he knew the girls never missed an episode when it aired.

“Well it’s a good thing they’re both airing tonight,” Marlee said, closing her now empty locker. “Did you guys finish cleaning out your lockers yet?”

“Already done,” Pixie confirmed.

“Yes,” Kirk groaned.

“See you guys at my place after school?” Pixie asked, checking her watch. “I’ve gotta go catch the bus.”

“Wouldn’t miss it!” Marlee said.

“I’ll be there,” Kirk said, watching Pixie race away.

Now all he needed to do was figure out what he was going to do.
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PIXIE GRABBED A OVERFLOWING bowl of buttery yellow popcorn off of the granite kitchen countertop and carried it to the living room where Marlee and Kirk were waiting. She sat down between them on the couch as they waited for the season finale of Webshow to come on.

“Why did they have to have both shows back to back?” Marlee complained. “The episode of Dead Dove was so good. How’s Webshow going to top that?”

“Blame the network,” Kirk said. “We’re not the ones that scheduled this.”

“Webshow might surprise us,” Pixie reminded her friends. “Sometimes the episodes are a lot better that anyone expected.”

Webshow and Dead Dove Do Not Eat were often competing with each other for the attention of fans. The two sitcoms were made by the same studio and had similar yet different premises. Webshow was about a group of teens trying to become internet famous. Dead Dove Do Not Eat was about a pair of girls that wrote fanfiction. 

A preview played on the tv, announcing that only one commercial was left until the season finale of Webshow.

“So, are you all packed for tomorrow?” Marlee asked Pixie. “I just finished before heading over.”

“Kinda...” Pixie grimaced. “My clothes and stuff are ready but I don’t know how many books to bring. Do you think thirty is enough? I’m worried I’ll need more.”

“Pixie, you’re going to a summer camp to have fun. You’re not going to have enough time to read that many.” Kirk snapped. “You’re going to be doing camp stuff most of the day. If you want to read half the ya fantasy section of a library, just stay home then.”

“Hey, rude.” Marlee poked Kirk. “Be nice.”

“Guys, shush. The episode’s starting.” Pixie quieted her friends down as the theme song played.

As they relaxed and enjoyed the episode, Pixie decided that she’d pack thirty-one books. She just wouldn’t tell anyone.
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KIRK ARRIVED HOME AND went directly to his mother’s office. 

“Hey mom,” He knocked lightly on the wooden door and walked in.

“What’s up?” His mother asked.

Anastasia Sherwood looked up from the relics she had been examining and turned to face Kirk.

He looked just past his mother and stared at the mahogany desk, unsure how to even begin to ask her if she’d approve of his place. 

“So, Pixie and Marlee leave for camp tomorrow morning,” He began.

“So they’re actually going?” Anastasia asked, smiling. “I think they’ll have fun.”

“I- I want to go to!” Kirk’s words burst out. “I don’t want to spend another summer without my friends.”

“Kirk,” Anastasia said with a sad smile. “What happened last summer was not your fault. No one knows what even happened.”

“I was supposed to go to camp with Darcy and Benni but I didn’t. Now they’ve been missing ever since last summer. What if Pixie and Marlee disappear next? I can’t keep losing my friends!” Kirk was near tears.

“The camp Pixie and Marlee are going to is not the camp that Darcy and Benni were at. What happened last summer won’t happen this year.” Anastasia swept Kirk into a hug.

“It won’t because I’m going to go to camp with them.” Kirk insisted.

“Okay, I’ll make sure you can go.” Anastasia comforted him. “I can see that you need this.”
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Sneak Peek: The Perfect Distance
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Want a relaxing story of two girls at college? Check out The Perfect Distance for a cozy, fluffy, relaxing story.
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SHE ALWAYS FELT THERE was a kind of blissful insanity when moving to a new barn. Excited freshmen and transfer students were arriving to the barn to try out for the huntseat equestrian team. This barn, the Akiyama Riding Academy, belonged to the college. Kyon University prided itself on one of the best riding programs in the country of Akiyama. Students took lessons, classes involving the horses, equestrian team practice, and competed in horse shows there. The high-end show barn was a quick ten-minute walk across campus.

Freshman Lucy Sumner couldn’t resist gasping in shock. Her eyes took in the perfectly green acres of pasture, the spotless, elegant barn, and the pristine riding arenas. The white fences practically glistened in the sun.

With how beautiful the outside was, Lucy couldn’t even begin to imagine what the inside of the barn looked like.

Well, she could imagine the horses. After all, that was the whole reason she was here. Sure, this barn was most definitely completely different from the small family run barn she had taken lessons at. Lucy had ridden there her whole life and had leased a Fjord gelding named Chip until his retirement. But it was a barn, and therefore nothing she couldn’t handle.

Or so she thought.

“Hey, Lucy! Aren’t you forgetting something?”

The voice of her best friend, fellow freshman Harley Olin, jolted Lucy out of her thoughts. She felt relieved they were attending the same school as she tried to figure out what she had forgotten.

“Oh, what could I have possibly forgotten?” Lucy pondered. “I’ve got everything I need for tryouts. “Riding boots, breeches, gloves, show jacket... Oh no! My riding helmet! Harley, I must have left it in my dorm room. They won’t even let me ride without one!”

Lucy’s hands flew to her head. Sure enough, there was no helmet covering her vibrant red hair. Her twin braids were in place, but she must have left her helmet in her room. Before heading to the barn, Lucy had debated if she should have her hair in her favorite style. Although double braids were usually only used as a style for much younger equestrians, she had grown fond of the style. She wore her hair that way most days, although she usually no longer wore the bows at the ends, out of a desire to not be viewed as immature. She must have been focused on styling her hair that she had forgotten to bring the most important part of her gear.

"Hey, it's alright," Harley said, "I'm sure they've got spare helmets here."

"At a place like this!?" Lucy dropped her voice so that the other students bustling around them wouldn't overhear, "They probably expect all boots shined and not a speck of dirt anywhere; bringing your own helmet is probably on the list of rhetorical requirements!"

At this point, Lucy didn’t have enough time to run back to her dorm. And she knew Harley didn’t have enough time either. Tryouts would begin soon and she would risk being late if she left.

Harley opened his mouth to say something else, but Lucy cut him off, not wanting to discuss the matter anymore, "But whatever. It's my fault for being so incredibly idiotic and disorganized."

And then she stepped forward, wanting to get on with the events of the day before they could get any worse. But before her boot had even made contact once more with the ground, her shoulder and turned head made contact with something else that nearly threw her off balance. And if it weren't for the steady hand that reached out to catch her, she would have landed in the dirt.

"You forgot to mention clumsy," Harley muttered, attempting to hold back a laugh as a goofy smile grew across his face.

"Very funny," Lucy nearly stuck her tongue out at him, but the grip that was still on her arm brought her back to reality.

"I'm so—" Lucy started, turning to face whoever it was she'd run into. But just the sight of his eyes made her feel like maybe she wasn't even sorry at all.

"Sorry," the two said at the same time.

There was a long pause, and a gaze exchanged longer than necessary...

"Uh...I'm Matt," the red-haired student finally let go of Lucy’s arm, and then extended his hand, which Lucy took and shook as if on autopilot.

"I'm Lucy."

"Well, I sincerely apologize for running into you with my horse here. Or, well, he's not really mine, but he was the horse I was assigned to for tryouts."

"Oh, no, really it's fine. It was totally my fault..." and then not knowing what else to say, she turned her head. In the process, her gaze shifted to the bay horse at the end of the lead rope—a tall, muscled gelding—and facing the horse completely, she said, "Hello."

And then she cringed internally while attempting to remain calm. Had she really just said hello to the horse?

But Matt only smiled.

And while Lucy thought she could get lost staring at him all day, she suddenly remembered, "Um...I need to go! The tryouts! And I forgot my helmet, and—"

"Hey, slow down," Matt chuckled, "I have to put the horse in his pasture, but if you wait for me, you can borrow mine. I'll meet you in the lounge."

Lucy was about to ask where in the world the lounge was—or rather what in the world a lounge was even doing in a barn—but as if that had settled everything, Matt gave a wave, and walked off abruptly.

And Lucy only stared after him.

"Earth to Lucy."

Lucy whipped her head around, cheeks flushing, "I, uh..." she didn't know what to say.

"You found yourself a helmet. Although if you wouldn't have walked off so quickly, I was about to offer you mine. But you've got everything you need now, so let's go."

All Lucy could do was blush as she followed her friend into the barn.
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BUT IT DIDN'T LAST for long.

Her embarrassment was once again replaced by shock when she realized she didn't even know which way to look first. There were so many stalls, so many horses...and it was all so perfectly and neatly arranged. There were three wash stalls, supply and feed rooms, and two aisles of stalls that both led to an indoor arena. And there was a second level. Obviously, this wasn't a level that there were horses on. But there were more supply rooms, a tack room that looked like it had a very strict order to it, and, of course, the lounge.

Sure, Lucy’s barn may have had a hay loft as a second level, but this barn dwarfed almost every single other barn she had ever even visited both in size and immaculate organization.

And what was even more impressive was the amount of commodities that the lounge included. It took up at least half of the second level, with a view overlooking the massive expanse of the indoor arena. There were cushioned chairs at a table, two sofas, a microwave, a sink, and even lockers for students to put their belongings. And the floor was carpeted.

"Wow," was all Lucy could say, barely able to look past the extravagance of it all to notice the twenty or so other people standing in the room with them.

"All prospective members please sign in and sign the release form," Maria called, attempting to bring order to the disarray of anxious students that Lucy was now aware of, "And please put your check for the cost of the tryouts inside this envelope."

Maria was captain of the advanced team, who Lucy had met during orientation. She had also met Sydney, the intermediate team captain, and Flynn, the novice team captain. From orientation she had learned the team divisions, and that the team captains competed with their teams even though they took lessons separately.

But letting Maria’s words sink in, Lucy grimaced. Twenty dollars to try out for the team. She worked a part time job at a coffee shop, but even that was not enough to fund her equestrian...addiction...without the support of her parents. And with a barn this fancy, she only assumed that the prices would continue to skyrocket.

But it was her only chance to ride while in college, and she wasn't going to let money stand in her way.

Or the fact that there were about twenty or thirty students trying out for four competition team positions. Those who didn't make it would still be allowed to take lessons but wouldn't be able to compete. And while all Lucy really wanted was to be able to ride, a part of her desperately wanted to make the competition team. There was one position for the advanced jumping team, one for the intermediate jumping team, and two for the novice jumping team. And Lucy, based on her experience, would be trying out for one of the novice positions.

She listened with half an ear, as she tended to do when distracted, as Maria reviewed barn conduct before Harley’s tryouts for the intermediate team began. She'd hear the same spiel before her own, anyway.

When Maria was finished talking, the room erupted into conversation once more, and it seemed that Lucy was the only one who noticed the door open. It was none other than Matt, who smiled when he saw her and made his way over to her.

"Here you go," he said, handing her his helmet, "You might need to adjust it a little."

"Thank you so much," Lucy said, and before she could say anything else, he turned to leave.

And it wasn't until she left that she realized, "Wait I don't even know where to meet him to return it!"

"You'll figure it out," Harley reassured her, "And you'll probably see him here at the barn anyway. Put it on, and I'll help you adjust it."

But when Lucy turned the helmet upside down to put it on her head, a small piece of paper floated out of it.

Confused, Lucy picked it up.

And you can return it to me on Friday afternoon maybe, at the café? 

Instantly, Lucy’s cheeks flushed, but she grinned, "Smooth, Matt, real smooth."

The words were followed by his number.

"Just put the helmet on already so I can go find my horse," Harley rolled his eyes. But Lucy couldn't tell if he was happy for her, or perturbed
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AN HOUR LATER, HARLEY’S tryout was complete. And Lucy’s was about to begin...

As soon as she found the bridle for the chestnut mare she had been assigned to ride!

Delaney, who Lucy had taken to calling Dee, was waiting patiently in her stall while Lucy furiously searched the tack room for the bridle she was looking for.

"Harley it's not here!" she exclaimed.

Not only was she nervous about her tryout, but now she would make a horrible first impression—by being late.

"Whoa, calm down there Feisty Pants," Harley laughed, using his elementary school nickname for her that had stuck, "I found it—it's in the wrong place."

Lucy breathed a sigh of relief and headed over to where Harley was standing.

The bridle with the name tag of "Delaney" had somehow been placed on the hook labeled for "Legacy".

"Thanks Harley."

Lucy hurried downstairs, and quickly bridled the mare, who stood calmly, flicking her tail idly at the occasional fly.

"At least you're well behaved," Lucy told the placid horse.

Maria was sitting on the bleachers at the end of the indoor arena as Lucy walked in and joined about five other students. Sydney and Flynn were seated on either side of Maria. And the trainer who would be teaching their lessons, Coach Rattenber, (who everyone referred to as Coach R, or, more commonly 'the rat', although Lucy still wasn't exactly certain why) was sitting there as well.

The arena was huge. At the moment, one side of the arena had jumps set up, and the other half was sectioned off into a dressage arena. Lucy didn't know much about dressage, but she immediately recognized the little white fence that stood less than foot high, labeled with bold black letters at certain points where the rider would be asked to transition to a different movement or gait with the horse.

In addition to the vast expanse of space inside of the arena, there were two entrances, one from each side of the stables, and a large clock was present on one of the walls. The other long wall was covered in mirrors placed at a height where Lucy could see her reflection, so she would be able to see when she needed to adjust her position and posture.

"If each of you could make your way to the mounting block, then we can begin," Maria announced, "And please make sure you have your number; without it we can't identify you."

Lucy double checked that the white paper was tied around her show jacket. Thankfully, she had actually remembered it.

When it was her turn at the mounting block, Delaney stood still. But as soon as Lucy swung into the saddle and attempted to adjust her stirrups, the mare started walking forward.

"Dee," Lucy hissed, giving the mare a small tug on the reins, "Stay put."

When she released the reins, Dee was quiet just long enough for Lucy to shorten her left stirrups, as the current length was definitely too long for her. But then another horse, a gray gelding, was maneuvered too close for Dee's liking by another nervous rider, and the mare sidestepped and gave a small kick, which almost unseated Lucy who only had one foot in the stirrup.

"Easy," Lucy warned, slightly nervous now. Sure, Dee had been well-mannered on the ground. But it seemed as though Lucy had spoken too soon...

The other student, who offered Lucy a quick apology, moved her horse far away from Dee. Lucy made sure that the mare had plenty of room away from the other horses as the captains, who had been oblivious to Dee's outburst, instructed the riders to warm up.

Trying to keep her mind from focusing on how flighty and slightly aggressive Dee seemed to be behaving, she tried to remember the basics. Heels down, shoulders back, eyes up. She avoided the scrutinizing eyes of the captains and focused instead on the horse in front of her.

"Okay everyone, posting trot, please," Maria called.

Don't forget your diagonal, Lucy’s trainer's words flooded through her mind. This was something that Lucy seldom remembered, although it was also a basic. She needed to rise up and down with the movement of the trot. In order to be on the proper diagonal, Lucy needed to rise as Dee's outside leg (the one closest to the wall) moved forward.

At first when Lucy asked for the trot, Dee pinned her ears, but she listened with the slightest squeeze, eager to fly forward and chase down the horse in front of her.

"Whoa," Lucy whispered, trying to urge the mare to slow by slowing her posting instead of pulling on the reins. She was being judged on every single minute riding skill, after all.

Once she had Dee at a collected trot, she was finally able to keep the mare at a decently paced rhythm.

"Now, change directions across the diagonal," Maria’s voice broke the intense silence.

Lucy followed the lead of the rider in front of her, directing Dee with her leg as much as possible before using the reins, which she was finding to be slightly difficult. Dee was certainly headstrong, and Lucy could only hope that everything would go smoothly when they started jumping.

After they crossed the diagonal—literally riding a diagonal line from one end of the arena to the other—Lucy turned Dee to the left, simultaneously changing her posting diagonal. And surprisingly, Dee was moving well. She wasn't too fast, and she wasn't pulling at the bit.

"I want the following numbers to come to the center of the arena: 244, 231, and 305. The rest of you, please transition to the canter when you're ready. Then we'll have the groups switch and perform the same exercise," Maria said.

Lucy’s number was 305, but she found that she was okay with being in the second group. It would give her time to think things through—something else she also had trouble with, whether riding or not.

She played it all out in her mind; she knew exactly what to do. She'd ask for the canter but would also make sure she gave Dee a half halt as well, in the hopes of getting the mare to understand that they needed to perform a sane and slow canter. Because somehow, she could see Dee attempting to take off with her at a gallop.

Content with her plan, Lucy was completely calm and confident watching the other riders. But then, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed something that she couldn't quite draw her gaze away from.

A white horse had suddenly appeared on the other side of the arena, led by a platinum blonde who looked to be only a little older than Lucy herself. The blonde had her hair in a single braid beneath an all-black helmet, and the contrast of the two colors made the striking platinum blonde color seem almost white. She wore tan breeches and tucked into them with a belt was a light blue collared shirt that read "Akiyama Riding Academy". Matching the shirt, she wore blue riding gloves, and the tall boots that she wore were completely spotless.

The white horse was spotless as well—and Lucy knew how difficult it was to keep a white horse from turning random shades of brown. Or green. In fact, it was almost impossible.

But both horse and rider were as pristine as this entire barn seemed to be.

And it wasn't until she had mounted and walked the horse into the dressage arena, straight in Lucy’s direction, that she noticed Lucy staring.

When Lucy met the blonde's blue eyes, she knew she should have turned away, but she couldn't. There was something so captivating about the new presence in the arena—about this rider than Lucy had never seen before.

Suddenly, the blonde's eyebrows raised, and she lifted the riding crop that she was carrying ever so slightly, as if to tap her horse on the shoulder. But instead, she left it there, so that at about a thirty degree angle from the white horse's shoulder, the end of it could be followed all the way to the side of the arena—to the rail. Which was rather perplexing to Lucy because...

Oh, shit.

The rail.

The tryouts!

Her group!

"Number 305, a left lead canter, please."

Lucy finally heard the voice that she was sure she had missed the first time. Lucy noticed the blonde's mouth contort into the slightest hint of a smirk, and her face burned as she thought, this is so not funny. 

Heart pounding, Lucy walked Dee to the rail.

Now the last thing I need is for you to misbehave, so listen to me! Lucy thought desperately to the horse beneath her, as if Dee could read her mind.

Lucy tried to clear her mind. Really, she did.

Sit back, heels down.

But those blue eyes were watching her every move.

And Lucy couldn't focus. She really couldn't.

Instead of sitting back, she felt herself leaning forward, and so Dee, who was all too eager and knew exactly what she was 'supposed' to do, picked up the canter lead on her own.

And it was the fastest thing that Lucy had ever felt in her life.

If anything could snap her back to reality, it was Dee's hooves pounding the dirt like a storm beneath her.

"Whoa," Lucy said instinctively, giving the mare small half halts as she fought to keep her balance. But she gave Dee her head in between the half halts, knowing that holding her head back the entire time would only agitate the chestnut horse more.

After one wild trip around the arena with the insane mare keeping her head high instead of down, Dee finally slowed her canter, and eventually started trotting again.

"That's okay," Maria said, "Good job keeping her under control. Now, we'll have you all go one at a time over the three jumps that are set up. You'll do the diagonal jump first, and then circle around to the two outside jumps.

Lucy could barely keep her breathing under control as she joined the rest of the students where they had lined up on the rail, in number order, leaving Lucy last. But as she walked the mare past the middle of the arena, where the jumping portion merged into the dressage portion, she saw the blonde rider trying to hold back a laugh with one hand over her mouth.

And she wasn't doing a very good job of it.

Can this get any worse, Lucy sighed inwardly.

All she had to do was get this crazy mare over three jumps without landing in the dirt.

And it seemed simple enough when she thought about it—almost as simple as the blonde rider had made the transition from the walk to the trot look when Lucy's attention had once again strayed to the other side of the arena as she waited for her turn—but it was much harder to accomplish when said crazy mare insisted on racing full speed ahead towards the first jump.

The distance was completely off. If Dee kept barreling forward that fast they'd crash straight into it before they even got over it.

Lucy leaned back as far as she could, and finally got the mare to slow down, only giving Dee rein over the fence so that she could stretch her neck and complete the jump.

Once they landed, Lucy gave the mare a firm half halt, and circled her around to the outside line of jumps, which were two red-and-white jumps in a row. As they headed forward, Lucy could feel the difference; she had now gained Dee's attention as the mare's canter strides shortened at Lucy's request.

Dee was quiet over the jump, and didn't try to take off with Lucy upon seeing the second jump in front of her. She waited for Lucy's cues, and Lucy breathed a huge sigh of relief as they landed from the second jump. She brought Dee down to the trot, and then to the walk, and, although the mare had definitely been high strung and inane in the beginning, she gave the chestnut a pat on the neck for her efforts.

"Thank you all for taking the time to try out," Maria said once Lucy had halted, "Our decisions will be made by the next meeting, and we'll discuss divisions, shows, lessons, and dues. Let the horses walk out for a few minutes to cool down."

Lucy gave Dee slightly longer reins at the walk, but kept them short enough just in case the spirited mare decided to bolt. Or kick. Or rear. Or buck. Or do whatever it was that could pop into her mind at any given moment.

And for the first time since she had started her jumping round, Lucy allowed her attention to stray back to the blonde rider.

Her horse was nothing short of perfection. She was nothing short of perfection...

And now as Lucy approached the middle of the arena, she noticed the blonde rider walk her horse over to the edge of the dressage arena and halt.

Lucy was confused, but didn't think much of it, continuing to walk past. But before she was out of earshot she heard the blonde say something that made all of her embarrassment return; something that, had Lucy known about it before, may have avoided this whole situation with Dee entirely. And she said it such a way that it wasn't quite berating, yet still retained a hint of laugh:

"Delaney's supposed to wear a martingale."
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        Kirk didn't think he'd have anything weird happen during college. He's settling down into a normal life after years of adventures at archeological sites with his parents. But his friends Pixie and Marlee ruin that plan when a mysterious golden ring shows up on campus via a magic portal.  

Pixie has always believed in magic. But college has been a lot less magical than she thought. It doesn't help either that her relationship with her girlfriend Sol has turned into a long distance one. But at least she has her friends Kirk and Marlee with her. So maybe focusing on studying and then relaxing with her horses is what she needs. But a unexpected occurrence of magic will change everything.

 

Mordred has problems. He's actually the cause of most of them. But this time he's innocent and no one believes him. Could three strangers be the help he needs to clear his name?
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