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      In 2019, I knew I wanted to write a series for 2020. I knew that I wanted to make it at least four books, and that I wanted to do a rapid release.

      What I didn’t know, was which story to write. On my wall above my laptop I have a list. On this list I have the names of all the books I still want to write.

      There are the series, the trilogies, and the stand-alones from the Elemental universe. There is the set of books for the Andromeda Galaxy. And, the dark fantasy series Dragonlore.

      I also have a list of Urban Fantasy books I want to write, as well as some more post-apocalyptic type fantasy.

      My heart was torn, but it was at that point that I took a ‘series mentorship course’ with Rebecca Hamilton. The way her teachings made us lay out each of our ideas, cemented my decision.

      So, it is with thanks to Rebecca, that I bring you The Fae Prophecy Series this year.

      Working throughout 2020 has not been easy. This has been a year of many challenges, as I am sure, many of you can attest to.

      Those of you who subscribe to my newsletter will know the difficulties I’ve faced throughout 2020, but it did not detract from the joy writing this series has brought me.

      In all the ‘dark’ that 2020 brought with it, there were some bright beams of light in my life that helped me along the way. They were the ones that made it possible for me to carry one.

      Darren Cox, my husband, my constant pillar of strength… and supplier of cappuccino!

      Sian Claven, my #AuthorBestie who I can always rely on for advice, story ideas, and moral support. She’s also my beta reader, and my worst critic.

      Ashleigh Giannoccaro, my other #AuthorBestie, who is always there for a motivating chat, donuts, and bunny cuddles.

      My beta readers, Larouchelle Leveuvre and Chriss Prokic, who remain encouraging, even when brutally honest.

      And, then, my #AuthorMentor, Erika Bester, who guided me throughout the series, helped me flesh it out, make it stronger, and make it the best it could be.

      My amazingly beautiful covers are the artwork of the talented Julie Nicolls, who took my ideas, and magically turned them into colour.

      Editing was done by my new editor, the lovely Sam Talarico. So much patience, understanding, and heart has gone into these books from her, and it shines through.

      Thank you to my readers, and everyone who has waited patiently for the series to be released. I hope you love it as much as I do.

      

      
        
        Feel free to subscribe to my newsletter:

        https://www.tonicoxauthor.com/subscribe
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      A storm of dark magic raged around me, disturbing my dreams. It seeped into my veins, cold as ice, burning.

      I sat bolt-upright in my bed, grabbing a post with a white-knuckle grip as another blast of magic rocked the palace.

      “Rosalie,” I called for my handmaiden, but she’d be in her own room, now.

      I cowered under my blankets as another piece of the ornate ceiling crashed to the floor, exploding in a cloud of stinging fragments and dust.

      Even through the covers, the clattering of plaster on marble rang painfully in my ears.

      The shaking didn’t stop, and I coughed in the dusty air as I lifted the blanket, trying to see even a few feet ahead of me as I scrambled off the bed.

      My room crumbled before me. Even as I watched, my precious pearl-and-crystal night light crashed to the ground.

      “No!”

      Instinctively, my hand flung out, issuing the magic for the vines along the wall to grow, to catch my night light, to save it.

      Not fast enough. It crashed to the floor, shattering into a million pieces ~ as did my heart. My mother’s light. One of the few things I had left of her.

      More of the ceiling fell around me. I raised my arms to shield my face.

      The dust was now so thick; I could barely see. Trembling, I held out my palm and let the blue glow that emanated from it guide me to the door. It was a foreign magic, but I could really use it now. I didn’t matter to me right now that it was forbidden for the fae to use any other magic than fae magic.

      I couldn’t breathe. Pain in my forearm. Blood dripped from it where the fragments from the ceiling had bit into it.

      My hands shook as I tore a strip of fabric from my tattered nightdress to tie around the stinging wound. I audibly sucked the air in through my clenched teeth.

      A dull rumble alerted me, and I darted to the door before the rest of the ceiling collapsed into my chamber.

      In the long passage leading from my room, the walls already crumbled. Centuries-old paintings fell from their hangings to crash and splinter on the marble floor.

      Screams came from all directions, people scrambling to safety, but no-one came to rescue me. I just hoped they would all be safe.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself and balled my right hand into a fist to dull the strange glow. It just would not stop glowing.

      Then I ran, dodging bits of falling debris on my way.

      The royal chambers were not far from mine, but I knew I needed to get there soon ~ they wouldn’t help my father. Not now. They had in the beginning, but now they blamed him for these attacks.

      I passed the ivory carvings ~ winged nymphs, mounted archers, flying horses, delicate lilies; all of which shook precariously.

      “Hmph.”

      The wind got knocked out of me as one of the servants crashed into me as I rounded a corner. The knock opened my fist and exposed some of the light. Hastily, I hid the strange magic.

      “Pardon, my Lady,” the servant managed to say before scampering off, but not before eyeing my hand suspiciously.

      “Guards,” I called, hopeful, but there were none in sight.

      Tears shot into my eyes, and not just because of the dust hanging in the air within the crumbling palace. Was there no-one left who believed their king was as helpless as everyone else?

      The dark magic wormed its way into our fae home, tearing down its defences, bringing down its foundations. I trembled at the thought of it.

      “Father,” I shouted into the darkness of his room. “Are you here?”

      His chamber was not as dusty as mine, with most of the ceiling still intact. Ivy still curled around the woven lattice on the walls. A chandelier had fallen, and the floor cracked.

      “Father,” I tried again, and this time, I heard a groan. “Guards,” I yelled again, even as I sprinted forward into the dark room.

      “Dana…” My father’s hand reached for me as I rounded the corner of his four-poster bed. His blonde hair was grey with dust.

      “Father, are you alright?” I asked, but as I assessed the situation, I cringed.

      One of the uprights of the bed had collapsed and had my father trapped beneath it. He must have been trying to get out of bed when it fell.

      “I am not hurt, faeling,” he said, “but I cannot lift this infernal log.”

      Dust and sweat smeared his face, and I could tell he had been trying. Silently, I cursed the guards for abandoning their posts.

      “Here,” I knelt beside him in the dust, “let me help.”

      “It won’t budge, Dana. I’ve tried.”

      “It must, Father. We need to get out of here. This attack is the worst it’s ever been.”

      I saw the sadness in his eyes, and my heart bled for him. He was a good king; if they could only see it.

      “Together, then,” he said, bracing his arms against the oaken beam.

      “Together.”

      The trembling around us intensified as we pushed against the pillar. As a piece of ceiling crashed to the floor, dust enveloped us, making us cough in fits, stalling our efforts.

      “It’s no use.”

      I heard defeat in my father’s voice, squeezing my heart. My throat ached as it constricted with all the words I wanted to say to him but that wouldn’t come out now.

      “Again.”

      I didn’t wait for him. Standing, I put all my weight against the beam and started pushing. It was the wrong angle and my father groaned as the wood ground across his leg.

      “Dana, stop. Get out of here before it all comes down. Go.”

      “No, I am not leaving you.” The tears rolled freely now. “I will get you out of here.”

      “The guards are gone, faeling.” His voice was soft now. “It’s too heavy for us to shift. Come back for me when the attack has stopped.”

      I could still feel it ~ the dark magic weaving its evil fingers through our home, rattling its walls. It left a bitter taste at the back of my throat. I pulled a face, and I suddenly knew what to do. I didn’t care what it would cost.

      “No. I am getting you out of here.”

      Determined, I stepped away from my father, and I held out my palm. The blue light was shaky as I wielded it before my father for the first time. His eyes were like saucers as he watched the magic unfold in my hand.

      I ignored his shocked look and concentrated on the bed’s pillar. My hand was warming up now, and the glow became brighter. The magic uncoiled.

      I had almost no control over this foreign magic. It frightened me. I knew not where it came from, or what it was.

      My father’s face was pale in its glow, but I tried not to be distracted by the sight of it. Taking shallow breaths so I didn’t cough in the dusty air, I concentrated harder on this magic than I had ever before.

      This was it. This had to work. My arm shook, but as the light from my palm intensified, the beam rose into the air.

      My father wriggled from beneath it; his bedclothes dirty and torn. The moment he was free, I dropped the wood, unable to keep it aloft any longer. I crumpled in a heap to the floor next to my father, arms around his neck.

      “How did you do that?” he asked, but I shook my head. There was no time for questions now.

      Amid the shaking and rumbling, we staggered to our feet, holding on to each other for support. Out in the wide passage, we kept to the middle, away from the flaking walls.

      “It’s easing.”

      To prove I was right, I veered to the side and put my hand on the wall. Even as I did so, the shaking subsided. An eerie silence settled around us as we stood there, alone in an abandoned palace.

      A smile spread across my face, then froze when I saw the defeat in my father’s eyes. He leaned against the opposite wall, fingers pressed to his temple.

      “Father,” I rushed to his side, “let us seek out your advisers and the councillors. There must be a way to defeat this evil.”

      “It is too late, Dana,” he sighed. “Did anyone see you using that magic?”

      “How can it be too late, Father? Why are the councillors even accusing you of bringing this evil upon us? They don’t stand above you.”

      “They have their reasons. I can’t stop the attacks, so I must pay for them. You know it is the fae way.”

      By the way he avoided my eyes, I thought there was something else he was not telling me.

      “But, Father…”

      “Dana,” he grabbed me by my shoulders, his eyes stern now, “did anyone see you using that magic?”

      “No,” my eyebrows furrowed deeply as I thought about it, “maybe. I ran into one of the servants, and he may have seen my palm glow.”

      “Then, you need to leave, my child.”

      “Father, why? What is going on?”

      Distant footsteps echoed down the passage to our right, and my father pulled me around the corner of a marble pillar.

      “Dana, if the councillors find out you wield a foreign magic, I will not be able to protect you.”

      “But …”

      “Hide, Dana.”

      With a rough push, I got flung over a railing into a flower garden, just as several guards rounded the corner. I spat out a mouthful of dirt.

      Tears spilt from my eyes, but I remained still, hiding, as the footsteps neared and the guards surrounded my father, reading him a missive from the councillors.

      They did not give him an option to speak for himself but asked him to follow them to be judged.

      Once all was silent again, I climbed out of my hiding place and brushed off the dirt from my nightdress. My hands shook, but I stilled their trembling ~ I needed to be strong now.

      With life coming back into the palace, and servants once more scuttling along the corridors, moving about unseen would prove difficult. I had to act quickly.

      Biting back the pain of running over the broken bits of ceiling with my bare feet, I hurried back to my room.

      I only took a moment to wipe the dust and blood away before getting dressed in the most practical of clothes I could find.

      “Ladybug, you are hurt.”

      My sweet-faced handmaiden rushed into my room. I let her dab at my still bleeding arm, and then I hugged her tight.

      “I have to go, Rosalie.”

      Pulling the hood of my green coat far over my head to cover all of my voluminous red hair, I headed back out into the corridors.

      Today had been the worst of the seven attacks over the past couple of weeks. So much had been destroyed. It would take weeks to rebuild.

      Hiding my face within my hood, I followed the scuttling footfalls of the other palace dwellers to the centre court.

      A crowd had gathered here, and I could see my father sitting on a plain chair on the main stage where the summer plays were performed.

      Four councillors stood around him, and my father’s entourage of advisers formed a tight group behind him. I could barely see his face between the swishing red coats of the councillors.

      Guards lined the outside walls of the plaza as it filled with spectators. Captain Jared walked about, keeping order amongst muttering people as they assembled.

      A sour taste settled in my mouth as I found my place among the crowd, trying to blend in.

      “The king stands accused of treason,” proclaimed Councillor William, head of the councillors, efficiently silencing the gathered crowd. “Until such time as he can be cleared of treason, he shall be arrested and removed from office.”

      I expected the crowd to gasp, or moan, but when they nodded and clapped, I swallowed the lump in my throat. Grinding my teeth, I listened.

      “In his absence, his advisers will rule with the council. Unless the king’s innocence can be proven within three months, a new regent will be chosen.”

      A guard stomped onto the stage and asked my father to stand. He obeyed. The small crowd clapped again as the guard led my father away to the cells.

      The councillor spoke again, but I did not stick around to listen. I wanted to get out of the plaza before I was discovered. Stepping around a flowery archway, I slipped behind a trellis of roses.

      It was as good a hiding place as any. Draeguard Palace was full of flowers, even in winter, and the ornate arrangements had always been my favourite hiding places.

      I waited for everything to quieten before daring to go back into the corridors of the palace.

      Although I had been born here and knew the palace intimately, I did not know much about the dungeons. I cursed the lack of knowledge now as I tried to find a safe way there.

      Finally finding a second entrance that did not contain guards sprawled all over the stairs, I climbed down two flights of stone steps into darkness. Opening my palm a fraction, I allowed some of the blue light to escape so I could see.

      An oaken door at the bottom of the steps barred my way to what I hoped were the dungeons, but when I tried the door, it was locked. Frustrated, I pushed against it.

      Tears rolled down my face again.

      Standing there in the soft blue glow of my palm, an idea formed in my mind. Turning towards the door, I aimed my palm at the lock.

      My hand trembled. What if there were guards on the other side? What if I used too much, or too little, magic?

      I closed my eyes and willed the blue magic towards the lock. The wood around it splintered, and the door creaked ajar.

      With wide eyes and a still trembling hand, I reached out and opened the door wider. The room beyond was empty, stone walls and recessed alcoves with metal bars. Even here, there was some damage from the attack.

      “Dana.”

      My father’s whispered voice sounded harsh in my ears, and I suddenly saw his pale fingers reach through the bars of a cell to my left. I hurried to him.

      “My girl, my brave girl.”

      “I am here, Father.”

      “You must leave, Dana. It is not safe for you anymore.”

      He forestalled my protest by putting a finger to my lips.

      “I will be fine.” He gestured behind him, and I glanced into the gloom. “There is a bed and food and water. They will look after me, for now.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to suppress the tears threatening to spill from my eyes. “It’s this Councillor William’s fault.” I pouted.

      “No,” my father shook his head, “William is a good man. Dana, listen to me now. The people may be right, and I may be the cause of all this. When did this strange magic of yours start?”

      “In March. Around the spring equinox.”

      “That’s what I thought. The attacks started shortly after.”

      Balling my hands into fists, I nodded.

      “Don’t be afraid. It is not you causing the attacks. Seek out a woman by the name of Arianna. This is important. She might be able to explain your magic.

      “Who is …”

      A key turning in a lock behind us made us both look up in fright. The key rattled, as if it was stuck.

      “Go, Dana, you cannot be discovered here. You cannot help me if you’re in here with me. May the Goddess be with you.”

      I squeezed his hand as the key rattled again. A furtive glance to the oaken door I had come in told me I would not make it in time without being seen.

      The room before me was bare besides an overturned table and a bucket next to it. Chains hung from the stone walls opposite.

      As the key finally clicked in the cursed lock and the heavy door scraped across the stone floor, I bolted across the room to the right. My heart thundered frantically as I tucked in the flapping ends of my robe, pressing myself flat against a broken stone pillar.

      The jovial talk of the guards stopped as they entered, and they exchanged a few whispered words. I could hear footsteps coming my way.

      “Guard, I need some water,” my father called from his cell.

      “One moment,” the guard answered.

      “I am still the king. You are to treat me with some dignity.”

      “One moment, I said,” the guard repeated.

      The footsteps were closer, now. I inched further around the stone pillar, eyeing the oaken door on the other side of the room. Could I make it?

      If I ran, they would see me. Could I outrun them and then lose them in the palace?

      “Just one cup of water isn’t too much to ask for a king, is it?”

      “Give him some water,” one of the guards said, very close now.

      I could hear one set of footsteps retreat, and then the clink of crockery that the guards must have brought with them.

      The scrape of a leather boot on stone told me the other guard was only another yard, or so, from the stone pillar I hid behind. My heart pounded as I smelled a breath of fresh air around the crumbled rock.

      I explored it with my fingers. A crack. The attack must have damaged this wall.

      Just then, the guard launched himself and sprang around the corner.
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      The rough stone scraped against my cheek as I squeezed through the narrow slit of broken dungeon wall, drawing blood.

      My breath rasped in my throat as I stumbled into the darkness beyond, and then I froze, holding my breath.

      I didn’t think my eyes had ever been that wide open as they were now, staring into the blackness, listening to the guard scrambling around the narrow fissure I’d escaped through.

      “It’s too narrow,” I heard his muffled voice, “maybe I imagined it. There’s no-one here.”

      The sounds stopped, leaving me alone in the darkness.

      Hesitantly, I lifted my hand, palm forward, letting the mysterious glow spread around me. As my eyes adjusted, my breathing eased.

      I was outside of the castle underneath some dense shrubbery. No moonlight, or street lights, penetrated beneath the thick foliage.

      Heavy, mouldy leaf litter covered the ground, muffling my footsteps as I ducked through the dense trees and shrubs.

      These dark, thorny shrubs surrounded the palace on two sides. As kids, we used to dare each other to go in, to brave the darkness.

      My skin crawled as the branches clawed at my clothes as I wriggled my way through. Something snagged my foot and tripped me as I tried to pull it free.

      Crawling on my hands and knees, I finally came out of the bushes at the end of a short and narrow back street. Three houses had their backs to the street, but their lights were dimmed.

      I hurriedly extinguished the glow from my palm. Drawing the hood deep over my face, I ran to the nearest streetlight and stood beneath it for a moment, undecided.

      I searched the darkened sky for the floating lights that marked the districts.

      Above, like fat raindrops, the lilac fae lights of the Lavender District floated in the air.

      “Lavender,” I whispered, trying to remember any of the district’s streets. I had come out at the back of the palace.

      The short back street intersected with another narrow road, this one curving around a row of colourful houses.

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped forward, keeping to the edge of the pavement.

      It looked like the magic that had shaken the castle had left the city untouched, for I could see no sign of destruction as I walked.

      At this time of night ~ or was it almost morning ~ the streets were deserted. It felt like I walked for miles before I finally came to a road of which I knew the name.

      “Oh, thank the Goddess,” I whispered.

      I now knew how to make my way to the Tulip District, even without glancing in the sky to search for the faint orange drops that indicated that sector.

      My life had been thrown upside down in a moment, and my father’s revelation about my strange magic had not made it any better. That was not a reason to stick my head in the sand, though.

      I needed to find answers, but first, I needed help.
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      Gingerly, I tiptoed through the beautiful flowerbed in front of the window. “Alyssa,” I knocked softly against the pane. “Alyssa.”

      A shadow moved behind the curtain, and I held my breath. A moment later, my best friend’s sleepy face peeked through the window, looking at me owl-eyed.

      “What in the name of all that’s holy are you doing here so early?”

      “Let me in,” I whispered.

      “Through the window? Are you mad?”

      I tumbled headfirst through the window and onto her colourful carpet. I quickly took off my shoes so I wouldn’t trudge in any dirt.

      Despite Alyssa’s indignant outburst, she was soon in giggles on the floor beside me.

      “What is going on, Dana?”

      “There was another attack on the palace during the night,” I took her hand, and we both sat down on her bed. “It was the worst it’s ever been. My father got trapped beneath his bed, and I had to use magic to free him.”

      “Yes, we heard the rumble,” Alyssa squeezed my hand. “Did you have to use that weird magic of yours?”

      Without a word, I let the glow of my palm illuminate the room.

      “The guards arrested my father, and the councillors threw him in the dungeon for treason. My father warned that I am no longer safe in the palace and that I need to seek out someone called Arianna to learn from her where this strange magic comes from.”

      Closing my palm, I let the glow fade.

      “Maybe you should have gone to your father about it sooner. Dana, what if it really is dangerous?”

      My eyelid twitched as I tried to hold it together. Alyssa was the only one I had told about the magic since it manifested.

      “Oh, Dana, I am so sorry. How can I help?”

      I slumped forward, hunching my shoulders. The weight of it suddenly too heavy for me. It had all seemed unreal until now. It must have been the adrenaline.

      When I looked back up at Alyssa, there were tears in my eyes.

      “I don’t know.” My voice choked, and it was barely audible.

      That’s when Alyssa took charge; suddenly all businesslike in her pink nightdress and blonde hair.

      “Right, you will take a shower to wash all the dust out of your hair, and I will find you some of my clothes to wear. After that, we will have some breakfast. While you are in the shower, I will speak to my father. I think he may know where you can go to find this Arianna woman. Now, off to the bathroom.”

      Alyssa was right; the hot shower felt amazing. It eased the tension out of my muscles and helped me think clearer. I dressed in Alyssa’s clothes but brushed down my green hood so that I could take it with me.

      “Good morning, Princess,” Ren Yewling, Alyssa’s father, greeted me when I took my seat at the breakfast table once the sun was up. “I am so happy to see you safe. The whole city heard the attack from last night.”

      “It was the worst, yet,” I agreed.

      “Alyssa has told me about your predicament. That is dire news, indeed.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered him, looking up into his kindly face. Alyssa looked so very much like him, with her golden curls and finely pointed ears.

      “I will see what I can find out about your father when I go to court,” he assured me.

      “Dad, why did they have to arrest King Coran? It’s not his doing.”

      Ren looked at his daughter. “It’s more complicated than it looks. King Coran has been in discussions with the elders and the mages for weeks, trying to discover the source of this magic. They haven’t been able to find an external source for it, and the mages believe the root lies within.”

      “With the king?” Alyssa paled.

      I looked down at my hands. “It is fae law that if the king is suspected of harming the kingdom, he be held for a period of three months, during which time he needs to prove his innocence.”

      “But, who will do that for him if you’re not there?” Alyssa asked.

      “I will,” Ren said, reaching for my hand and patting it lightly. “He also has friends amongst the advisers, still.”

      I swallowed, trying to keep the tears from spilling.

      “As of the other matter, I think you should see Elder Ronan. He owns the library on the eastern side of Market Square.”

      “How will he be able to help?” I sniffed, wishing I could speak to Ren about the magic, too.

      “Elder Ronan has made it his life’s work to collect the histories of the fae ancestries. Every fae who ever lived is recorded within his works.”

      “Thank you, Master Ren.”

      “No need to thank me, Princess.” He dug in his bag. “I will write you a note for Ronan. He knows me well, and I’m sure he’ll help.”

      My heart swelled with the love these two people had for me. I had known both all my life, and I couldn’t imagine it without them.

      “I will let word come to you about your father’s wellbeing when I return from work this afternoon.”

      I watched as the royal court astrologer rose from the table, kissed his daughter, and then strode out of the house with his satchel under his arm.

      In my hand, I held the neatly folded note for Elder Ronan.

      “Are you done?” Alyssa asked, pointing at my half-empty plate. “We should get going.”

      “No, Alyssa, I can’t drag you into this. Let me go alone.”

      I cringed internally when I saw her face.

      “What? No. I’m going with you.”

      “If the guards are really looking for me, then it will be too dangerous for you. Besides, you have school. Let me go to Elder Ronan, and I will meet you back here later.”

      I knew the school part was a sore point for Alyssa. Being a commoner, she did not enjoy the freedoms of homeschooling the way I did.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “Let me get my bag, and I’ll walk with you half-way.”

      With my hood stuffed into a backpack of my own, Alyssa and I strolled down the streets of her neighbourhood. The Tulip District bordered the palace, and we looked around every corner before we rounded it.

      With my hair still damp and curled into a tight bun, it was almost impossible to tell how red it was. Dressed in Alyssa’s clothes, I hardly looked like a princess at all.

      “From here, you just carry on down Cedar Avenue until you reach the square. The library is on the other side of the market. Good luck, Dana.”

      We hugged and then went our separate ways. Cedar Avenue seemed endless, and I’m sure people stared at me as I walked by.

      The market was already busy when I reached it; rows of carts with fruits, vegetables, flowers, trinkets, and even animals. I took the circuitous route around the outside, keeping to the edge of the houses bordering the market.

      About half-way around the square, I made eye-contact with someone when I did my routine scan of the crowd. I quickly averted my eyes, looked down, and carried on walking.

      After a few steps, I looked up again to make sure the person was gone, just to find that he was closer, searching for me.

      “Oh, no.”

      I walked quicker, dodging between people, trying to lose whoever was following me. When I dared to look again, I saw properly for the first time.

      City guards. Two of them.

      They were looking for me, after all. It wasn’t just my imagination. I wasn’t going to let them catch me to find out if their intentions were friendly or not.

      Darting through the carts, I slipped out of view. Keeping low, creeping between the wagons, I scanned the shops along the outside of the market, looking for Elder Ronan’s library.

      There! Embroidered pennants framed the closed door on either side, with a carved sign above naming it The Keeper’s Secrets.

      I ran across the narrow pavement between the market and the houses, dodging the people walking there, and then slipped in through the door without knocking.

      Thankfully, it was unlocked, and once I was through, I leaned against it, breathing heavily, with my heart racing in my chest.

      A strange urge to laugh bubbled up in my throat. This was the most fun I’d had in ages.

      Bringing myself back to the seriousness of the matter, I looked at the room around me. It was a large, open space with shelves full of books all around. Scented candles in glass orbs burned on every imaginable surface.

      “Hello?” I called out tentatively.

      When I got no answer, I walked in further, looking around. There was another room, furnished with desks for studying. Each desk contained paper, pens, quills, and ink. This room was also empty.

      The next room was smaller, and contained couches and armchairs, presumably for comfortable reading. Thick curtains hung in front of the windows, but three chandeliers illuminated the space. This room, too, yielded no Elder Ronan.

      Sighing, I made my way back towards the door. I’d have to wait it out here until the guards left the market. But how would I know? Or, I could sit on one of the couches and wait for Elder Ronan to return. But how long would he be?

      “Is there something I can help you with?”

      My body flinched at the deep voice right behind me. I had not heard him approach, nor had I been aware of his presence at all.

      “I…I am sorry,” I stumbled, “I didn’t mean to enter without permission. I…”

      “It is a library, child. You may enter as you please. Now, how may I help you?”

      “Are you Elder Ronan?”

      “I am, indeed. And you might be?”

      “Princess Dana of Silverstalk, Sir. I have come here seeking your assistance.”

      The elder’s eyebrows knitted over his dark eyes, and he crossed his arms over his chest. He suddenly looked a whole lot more foreboding than he did a moment ago.

      “I am afraid I will not be able to help you, Princess.”

      “Why not? You haven’t even heard what I need help with.”

      “I know enough to know that helping you will mean trouble. Everyone is talking about your father’s arrest and that you have gone missing. By rights, I should alert the guards of your presence here.”

      “Please, don’t,” I pleaded. “None of this is my father’s fault, I promise. Here.”

      The elder raised an eyebrow, but took the note I handed him.

      “Dark forces are attacking the palace, but it has nothing to do with my father. He is innocent. I managed to speak to him before he got arrested, and he asked me to seek out a woman by the name of Arianna to speak to her about dark magic and how it could be used against the palace.”

      I didn’t know where all these words came from, or why I lied to Elder Ronan, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

      My father had said to seek out Arianna about my magic, so maybe she would know about the dark magic, too.

      The elder folded the note and slid it into a hidden pocket within his robe.

      “Arianna?”

      My heart sank. He didn’t know her. “Yes. I don’t have a last name.”

      Two loud knocks on the door startled us both.

      “Guards, open up.”

      “Please,” I begged the elder, looking at him with pleading eyes.

      Ronan turned without a word, striding towards the door. Panicked, I fled to the room with the couches and hid beneath the only table within it.

      Muffled sounds came from the main room, coming closer. I could hear Elder Ronan’s voice, then that of one of the city guards. Would he turn me in, now?

      “Yes, of course, you are welcome in my library any time.”

      “You have no visitors this morning?”

      “None that I can see, but they usually come and go as they please.”

      The footsteps came closer, moving through into the lounge area. When next they spoke, it was a lot louder.

      “The princess is to return to the palace at once. If you see her, please advise her to return home.”

      “I shall do so,” Ronan confirmed.

      A boot kicked the leg of the table, and I flinched. Holding my breath, I waited for discovery.

      “Thank you, Elder,” the guard said as they walked away.

      With the adrenaline slowly subsiding in my veins, I rested my forehead on the floor and listened for Ronan to close the door behind the guards. This had been too close for comfort.

      “You can come out now,” Ronan said gently, lifting the edge of the tablecloth.

      “Thank you.” I smiled up at him.

      I clambered out from beneath the table and then followed the old librarian to the far end of the main room. There, he climbed a tall ladder that was attached to a balcony that encircled the entire room.

      I followed him up, thinking that this was probably where he had been when I came in, which is why I had not seen him.

      With practised ease, Elder Ronan searched through a row of books and pulled down a dusty-looking volume bound in purple leather. The faded markings on it gave me shivers.

      “This, my dear, is what you are looking for,” he said.

      Wiping the dusty book down with a cloth he produced from within his robe, he took a seat on a bench along the balcony.

      “Arianna has not been seen in these parts for many years,” he continued. “And, you should not be seen with her, either. If what you say is true and you must go to her, be careful. I entrust you with this. It is a spellbook. Learn as much as you can before you reach her so you can protect yourself.”

      “Why? Who is this Arianna?”

      “Not who, what. Arianna is a witch.”
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      A witch? Fae did not mingle with witches.

      After stuffing the mysterious book safely into the backpack, I stepped out into the market. It was even more crowded now. Flags fluttered, roosters crowed, women shouted their wares.

      Feeling safe amongst the many fae doing their morning shopping on the large square, I wove my way between them, buying a cone of blueberries along the way.

      “Don’t move, Princess,” a voice hissed by my ear as an iron grip clasped around my right arm.

      Panicked, I dropped the blueberries and tried to wriggle out of the man’s grip. I did not fail to notice him to be one of the city guards from the library.

      The other guard immediately came to assist, and took my other arm, forcing me into stillness between them.

      “We mean you no harm, Princess,” the city guard who had spoken first, said. “We have orders to take you back, that’s all.”

      “You can’t make me.” I wriggled again, to no avail. “I command you to let me go.”

      “We’re sorry, Princess.”

      I didn’t know many of the city guards, and I didn’t know these two, so I wondered how they had recognised me. My hair had probably dried; its fiery red glowing in the morning sun.

      We exited the market, and they marched me up a broad main street. A different one to the one I had taken to get here.

      Word of my capture seemed to be spreading fast, for more and more people stopped along their way to stare at my misfortune. I didn’t know if they recognised me, but I lifted my chin defiantly.

      Around another corner, the palace came into view; its towering spires pearlescent against the blue sky.

      Suddenly, all blood drained from my face as I realised that I still carried the spellbook in my backpack. If the councillors caught me at court with such a forbidden object ~ especially in light of the attacks ~ I’d be done for.

      Frantically, I thought of a way to get rid of it. I would need it if I found a way out of this situation, but better to be rid of it than to be accused of treason and to be locked up alongside my father. That would achieve nothing.

      Moaning, I pretended to be uncomfortable in the guards’ grip. It wasn’t all that far from the truth, anyway. At the same time, I tried to shrug out of my backpack, letting the straps slide down my arms.

      The plan was just to let it drop the first chance I got.

      “Here, let me carry that for you.”

      Oh, Goddess, is nothing going right for me.

      “No, no, it’s fine.”

      Too late. The guard shouldered my pack, and they continued to march me forward. The palace came ever nearer, and the people continued to stare.

      Then, I saw her. Alyssa’s pale face stared out at me from amongst the crowd lining the pavement as the guards marched me down the cobbled street. She pushed her way between two women and stepped out onto the road.

      If the guards found out she had been helping me, they would arrest her, too. They might even arrest her father, and he was the only one providing an income for their family.

      I could not let that happen. I shot Alyssa a warning look, shaking my head at her, before wriggling again to distract the guards. When I looked again, Alyssa had disappeared back into the crowd.

      We briefly turned onto the broad, tree-lined avenue that led to the palace gates, before the guards took a right turn down a narrow lane into one of the wealthiest areas in Draeguard ~ the Lily District.

      I started to struggle again. It was one thing being taken to the palace, but this didn’t feel right. Where were they taking me?

      There were no people along this road, and their absence made me nervous. I glanced over my shoulder, but the street behind us was empty.

      We stopped at a house, built with the red marble from Sicily, with an ornate ivory door. I thought one of the councillors lived here.

      One of the guards raised the golden knocker on the door, and a servant in a white coat soon admitted us. The interior was cool and surprisingly bright.

      “Princess, I am glad you could join us.”

      Councillor William. My heart fluttered in my chest. I never liked him, but I did not suspect him of anything evil. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

      He stood stiffly in his white suit; the gold trim along the hems as pompous as his house. He looked down at me over his angular nose.

      “Thank you,” he said to the guards, “my servants will take it from here.”

      Promptly, two male servants came forward and took me from the guards. I tried to shrug out of their hold, but although they didn’t hurt me, their grips were firm.

      The councillor tut-tutted as the servants took me away down a long passage full of family pictures. It was odd to think of this stiff man having a wife and kids.

      The servants pushed me into a room at the far end of the corridor. Before they closed the door, one of them handed me my backpack, placing it firmly back in my hands.

      “No, you can’t…” the door locked behind them with a click, “…lock me in here,” I finished lamely.

      I dropped my backpack and rushed to the door. My fists made a solid, satisfactory sound against the light-coloured wooden door as I beat them against it.

      “Let me out. You can’t do this. I am the princess.”

      Silence. The servants had gone. I stared at the door; tears threatening my eyes. For a moment, my body trembled as I suppressed the tears, then my anger surged up again.

      I kicked the bottom of the door; the loud thunk instantly gratifying.

      “Now, now, Princess,” the councillor’s muffled voice came through the door, making me jump. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself. Calm down.”

      “Calm down? You just locked me up. What do I stand accused of?”

      I heard him chuckle on the other side of the door. Throttling was very high on my list of things to do right now.

      “You ran away, Princess. Is there something you are hiding?”

      He wasn’t going to fool me into a confession.

      “You threw my father into the dungeon,” I spat at him, instead. “What would you have done in my stead?”

      The councillor laughed again. “We know you went to see your father in the dungeon. Very clever. What did he tell you to do, Princess? Are you to continue his work with the evil that has befallen this kingdom?”

      I was temporarily too dumbstruck to speak. Did the councillor really think that’s what was happening? The man truly believed my father to be behind these attacks. It was ridiculous.

      “My father has nothing to do with this. Why don’t you stop wasting your time with me and start looking for the real problem?”

      “So naive,” he chuckled. “Princess, your father is hardly a saint. He has brought this upon us as surely as I am councillor. And,” he rapped his knuckles against the door, making me jump, “you are just as much of a threat, so you must stay put, for now. I only want what’s best for the kingdom.”

      “You got it wrong.” I doubted my sulky voice was loud enough for him to hear through the closed door.

      “I will be back later, Princess. Someone will see to your needs.”

      His footsteps retreated down the corridor, while I stood by the door, undecided. What now?

      Picking up my rucksack from the floor, I went to sit on the bed. Its white bedspread was embroidered with white carnations, and several fluffy pillows leaned against the white headboard.

      Curious, I looked around the room. The councillor was obviously convinced of my father’s treason ~ and my involvement in it ~ yet he found it necessary to lock me away in a lovely room like this.

      From the look of it, it could easily be the councillor’s daughter’s room; if he had one. So, I was dangerous but important enough to be looked after. I wondered if I could use that to my advantage.

      Something the councillor had said floated to the top, disbanding all other thoughts for a moment. So naive. Your father is hardly a saint.

      What had he meant by that? Was he suggesting that I did not know my father? Or, was he just trying to plant doubt in my mind?

      The councillor, as well as many of the other councillors and advisers, had been with my father for longer than I had been alive. Could it be possible that they knew things about him that I didn’t?

      Great. If doubt had been the councillor’s plan, he had achieved it. I now found myself thinking about my father’s calm acceptance of my magic. I had been dreading to tell him ~ magic of another kind was strictly forbidden amongst the fae.

      If this Arianna woman was really a witch, then how did my father know her in the first place? Fae and witches never mingled, and their magic was so very different from one another.

      It now started me thinking that what if this dark magic I felt every time there was an attack came from the witches? What if my father was sending me there as an offering to stop the attacks?

      And…a shudder passed over me…why was I the only one who could feel this dark magic during the attacks?

      “Stop it, you’re freaking yourself out,” I scolded myself.

      No, I would not let this councillor dictate my thoughts. I would seek out Arianna to learn what I could, and then find an answer to all of this. My father had to be innocent, and I would prove it.

      I got up from the bed and moved to the window. They had locked the door, but I was not your average princess. Climbing out of windows was not beneath me.

      Testing the lever, I found it to be unresisting. I pushed it open and slowly stuck my head out. My heart sank.

      On the other side, there was an enclosed, manicured garden ~ down a ten-foot drop. No wonder they weren’t worried about the window.

      Pulling my head back into the room, I pursed my lips, thinking. The walls around the garden weren’t so high that I wouldn’t be able to climb them.

      The drop to the ground was likely to twist one of my ankles if I wasn’t careful, and I’d get scratched to pieces by the rosebushes below. All of the flowers in the garden where white; it was pretty.

      If I got out, I’d have to leave Draeguard immediately, and I would not be able to go back to Alyssa’s for supplies as I had intended. I’d be on the run with just the clothes on my back and a witch’s book.

      They say redheads don’t always use logic when making decisions, and this applies to fae redheads, too. My father, this kingdom, it all was more important at that moment than my comfort.

      I whirled around the room, opening cupboards. Definitely a girl’s room. Pretty things.

      The tall cupboard revealed the winter blankets for the bed, which I promptly pulled out and threw out of the window.

      The cupboard with the mirrors yielded clothes, of which I stuffed two, or maybe three, items into the rucksack. A shawl draped over a chair also disappeared into the bag.

      From the commode, I took a comb, a hair clip, and a vial of perfume ~ I didn’t know when I would be able to bathe again ~ making me feel like a thief. I shook the thought off, though, for I was sure the councillor could afford to replace any of the items I took.

      Satisfied that there was nothing else I could do, I closed the rucksack and secured it tightly on my back. I pulled the chair alongside the window and used it to step up onto the windowsill.

      Standing on it, the drop looked even higher. I suddenly doubted my resolve.

      “Ten feet, it’s nothing,” I told myself.

      A noise outside the door then decided for me. I guessed it was the servants coming to see to my needs. There was the clink of dishes and the low mumble of voices.

      I looked down once more. My hands held onto the white window frame with a white-knuckle grip and did not want to let go. Then, I heard the sound of a key inserted into the lock.

      I had to jump. Now.

      Letting go of the frame, and my nerves, I jumped. A red-hot pain shot through my left arm just before I dropped to the ground, making me yell out.

      I crashed to the bottom, the winter blankets breaking my fall and protecting me from the thorns of the rose bushes.

      My right hand immediately went to my arm, and I flinched at the pain. Blood seeped through the tear in the sleeve of my top. I looked up at the window to see what could have cut me, but couldn’t see anything.

      I could, however, hear voices. Hurriedly, I clambered across the blankets, leaving bloody smudges behind. Once on the lawn, I ran across it to the nearest bush and hid behind it.

      A moment later, two women appeared in the window. When they saw the blood-smeared blanket below, they wailed then debated heatedly. Finally, their heads withdrew.

      I had to leave. Now. I ducked out of my hiding place and hurtled towards the nearest wall.

      This, too, was marble, intricately carved with designs of birds and flowers. Hydrangea and Jasmine climbed its way up the wall in places.

      I decided that the creepers would give me a good foothold and chose one of those spots to leap at the wall. Now that I was so close, I realised that the wall was taller than I first thought.

      In general, there weren’t many walls in Draeguard. A massive wall encircled the entire kingdom, and then another wall surrounded the palace. Smaller walls around private properties were rare. There was no need.

      I smacked against the wall with a huff, sliding down it pitifully, tearing down some of the creepers with it. The wall was so tall; I couldn’t even look over it.

      Turning around, I went back several steps. There I stood, taking deep breaths in preparation for my next jump. I had been too hasty the first time, not given it enough thought.

      I now looked at it properly, looked at the relief of the carvings, the thin ropes that held the creepers, the shape of the vines themselves. It all could aid me to get to the top.

      With measured steps, I ran at the wall. One foot here, one there, a hand on the rope, the other on the vine. My body strained, but I wasn’t unfit. Only my left arm quivered with the pain that had been inflicted when I jumped out of the window.

      I reached up and clawed at the top of the wall. Holding on, I threw my other arm around the top and heaved. Almost there.

      I kicked with my legs and then pulled my upper body onto the top of the wall, looking over it, feeling accomplished…until I saw what was on the other side.

      The palace gardens.
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      A sob built in my chest as I looked over the wall into the palace grounds. No wonder Councillor William wasn’t too worried about me escaping through the window.

      My heart sank further when I heard noises behind me. Someone was coming into the councillor’s garden, no doubt looking for me.

      I needed to make a decision. Drop back down into the councillor’s garden or climb over the wall into palace property.

      I’d be right back where I started, but at least I knew my way around the palace gardens. Maybe, I would have a chance.

      As the noises behind me got louder, I hauled myself up and threw my legs over the wall. I hung on the edge for a moment, then dropped to the ground on the other side.

      I bent my knees to cushion the impact of the landing, but my left arm burned from the strain of climbing the wall and then hanging from it. I would need to take a look at it first chance I got.

      For now, I needed to lie low. I could now hear two men talking on the other side of the wall, and I ducked underneath some bushes, for in case they looked over, searching for me.

      “She definitely climbed up here. See the blood?”

      “The councillor will not be pleased that she is hurt.”

      “We should worry more about the fact that she is missing.”

      “Well, we cannot go after her. We’ll have to alert the palace guards.”

      “Yes, let’s hurry.”

      Their voices subsided, but I stayed until I could not hear them at all. Then, I scrambled out of the bushes and stepped into the open to orientate myself.

      If they went to alert the guards, I wouldn’t have much time before there would be a manhunt underway for me. The gardens would no doubt soon be swarming with guards.

      Here, I had the advantage, though. I grinned. I had been playing in these gardens since I was a baby. From the moment I could walk, my favourite game had been to hide from my minders.

      The moment I came into my double digits, I used to sneak out of the gardens to visit Alyssa. We’d play outside in the forests all the time.

      Once I got my bearings, I darted back under cover of the trees. Now that I knew what part of the garden this was, I knew where to go. There was a pavilion not far from here, which would be my first stop.

      The pavilion was a favourite picnic spot for those who lived at court, and so it was always stocked with flasks of water. It was one of those that I wanted to get on my way past.

      I hurried, ignoring the branches that scratched my face. Beads of sweat formed on my forehead, stinging my eyes.

      Finally, the pavilion came into sight through the trees, and I took a moment to make sure it was deserted. I hurried down the pebbled path and ran inside to raid the shelf for a flask.

      I stuffed it in my rucksack even as I ran towards the maze, just left of the pavilion.

      No-one ever used the maze. Its hedge was only about head-high for me, and I would have to duck, but I knew every corner off-by-heart. It had been a favourite playground of mine.

      The maze spanned half-way across the gardens and would take me almost all the way where I wanted to go. Keeping low, I listened to the sounds of boots on gravel as the guards filed into the gardens.

      The captain gave the order to spread out. I kept my head down and walked on, taking comfort from my hiding place.

      When I reached the end, I had to press myself into the hedge, for two guards walked by just as I wanted to exit. While the prickly bush pressed against my face, I held my breath until they were out of earshot.

      Quickly, I ran across the pebbled path and around an elaborate flowerbed with several tall statues. All along this side of the garden, sculptures and displays provided hiding places.

      Sir Julius Ivyson’s generous granite rear shielded me from view on my way to the small grate through which I could slip out into a tunnel that would lead out into the streets.

      It had been a long time since I had used this tunnel, but I found my way there unerringly.

      The grate sat at the bottom of the wall in a low part of the garden. It was a water overflow grate, which channelled excess water to the river that ran through the city.

      I had to hide again as footsteps crunched past close by, accompanied by male voices. I thought I recognised Captain Jared, and for a moment, I was tempted to speak to him.

      He was my father’s guard, and surely I could trust him. I hesitated, listening. Other voices joined, and someone mentioned the word ‘arrest.’ I waited.

      Once the voices faded, I gripped the grate and yanked. It didn’t budge. Words not fit for a princess fell in whispers from my mouth as I pulled again. Could something go right for me just once? Please.

      With a screech, the metal gave way, and I fell backwards, grate in hand. I scrambled to my feet, worried the guards might have heard the noise, and ducked into the tunnel.

      I didn’t get far. My rucksack got caught at the top, and I had to stop to take it off. I couldn’t remember the opening being that small, but I guess the last time I had crawled through here, I must have been ten, or so.

      Holding the rucksack awkwardly in front of me with my left arm, and crawling forward on my knees and my right hand, I made slow progress down the wet tunnel.

      Dark, slimy, and smelling of mould, the tunnel was the worst place I had found myself in since this calamity had begun.

      The light slowly strengthened, and I could see the end of the tunnel, framed by the green of bushes growing around it. The sight gave me the strength to push on through the foul place.

      My knees scraped through the water over the rough surface of the tunnel. My right hand burned from dragging my weight forward along the dirty surface. Then, finally, fresh air.

      Throwing the backpack out first, I pushed through the shrubs and out into the sunlight. The thorny little branches of the bush tore at my bun, loosening hairs until they flew wildly around my head.

      I tumbled down a short embankment until I landed with my butt in a shallow river, small stones bruising my flesh.

      Pushing myself up, I flung the backpack back onto my back and got my bearings. The river would keep me hidden from the city if I kept walking along it. It would eventually lead me to one of the exit gates of Draeguard.

      Wet as I already was, it mattered little that in most places the riverbank was too steep to walk on. I simply walked in the water in those places, as the river was shallow enough to do so.

      So little time had passed since the attack last night, yet so much had happened since then. How had everything changed so quickly? And why?

      One moment I was a princess living in a palace; now I was a fugitive on the run. How had this happened? My eyes stung, and my throat hurt when I swallowed.

      Angrily, I wiped at my face. No, I wasn’t crying. I was on my way to fix this. To help my father. If only bad stuff stopped happening to me.

      I looked up at the sound of voices ahead. The embankment was lower in these parts, and I could see the tops of houses on my right. Up ahead, I could see the kingdom’s boundary wall. I was close.

      Crossing the river, I now kept close to the right bank, daring a furtive look over the edge from time to time to see how far I’d come.

      Soon, the main road joined the river and ran parallel to it, which I knew it would all the way to the gate. Only a few people travelled along the road at this hour, and I hoped my luck was changing.

      I dug in my backpack for the shawl. I’d drape that around me to hide my hair and face, so the people by the gate would not recognise me when I left the city.

      The soft texture of the shawl spoke of its quality, and its delicate floral smell was no doubt the councillor’s daughter’s perfume. A stab of guilt ran through me, but I pushed it back down.

      After another short while, I found a place where I could climb out of the riverbed and up to the road. I brushed myself down as best I could and then wrapped myself in the shawl.

      The few people on the road paid me no attention, and I carried on walking towards the gate. As I got closer, however, I noticed something strange.

      The gate was closed.

      The gates to Draeguard were always open. It was the king’s decree. But, even as I looked, I saw the guards patrolling in front of it, spears in hand.

      So much for my luck turning.

      I darted behind a tree and stood there for a moment, trying to rearrange my thoughts. I guessed that if they had closed this gate, the others would be, too. There would be no point in going all across the city to try the other gates.

      There was only one other way in and out of the city, and that was the king’s secret passageway from his royal chamber. Too late for that option, now.

      Sighing, I looked back at the river. The water flowed peacefully onward, unperturbed by my dilemma. I wished I was that free.

      The river!

      It was my last chance. I prayed to the Goddess and all the Gods who listened that there was a way out.

      I stuffed the shawl back into the backpack and then waded into the water. It wasn’t cold, but after walking on the road, the water seeping back into my shoes was uncomfortable.

      As I got closer to the gate, the bushes along the embankment became denser. Someone up there was finally listening.

      Shielded from view, I splashed ahead toward what looked like a stone bridge worked into the boundary wall. The grey blocks of stone went down almost to the water’s edge, and for a moment I thought it was blocked off.

      Then, I saw the gap, not more than the width of my hand, and saw the water flowing beneath it.

      Dropping the rucksack on the bank, I waded out into the middle of the river. It was surprisingly deep here, reaching to my hips. Bending, I looked through the gap between stone and water to see what was beyond.

      It was a low arch above the water, probably high enough so I could stick my face out to breathe. And, to keep the rucksack dry. Mostly.

      About half-way between here and the other side I could see metal bars. With the dim light, the distance, and the movement of the water, I could not be sure of the width between them, but I would have to take that chance.

      I went back to fetch the backpack and then took a deep breath. The water closed over my head as I ducked under the stone arch, but I held the bag as high as I could to keep it out of the water.

      I surfaced a moment later, pressing my face to the underside of the rock. My body contorted at an odd angle because the river was too shallow for me to stand and too deep for me to kneel.

      The bars came closer as I dragged myself along. They, too, were slimy and rusted. It couldn’t get any worse.

      I pushed the rucksack through with ease and then forced myself after it. It was a tight fit and I struggled a bit, gasping for air as I had to tilt my head to fit through the gap.

      I didn’t scare easily, but in the cramped confines of the dark tunnel with so little breathing room, my heart fluttered wildly in my chest. I could think of nothing else but to get out as fast as possible.

      All thoughts of stealth left me as I splashed through the water to get to the light on the other side. I slipped on a rock, and my head went under. Struggling to keep the rucksack above water, I spat water out of my mouth.

      Finally, I pushed through the vines growing down the wall on the other side and scrambled up the left embankment, away from the road.

      Sodden, I dropped to the ground under the nearest bush I could find. I was exhausted, but I couldn’t stay here.

      Pushing myself up again, I walked away from the wall and into the forest. When I turned around once after I had walked a few minutes, the wall already appeared hazy.

      The forest around me became denser the further from Draeguard I went, but I stuck to the narrow road and only stepped off it once to hide from a rider who galloped along it.

      A little self-pity started to set in as I walked down the road alone, wet, hungry, and with no idea where I was going. Maybe there could have been a better way to handle this.

      Doubt shot through my brain, making me question everything I had been told up to this point. Who could I trust?

      There had only ever been one person in my life that I could really trust, and that had been my father. Now, that stupid councillor had planted a seed of doubt there, too.

      Sighing, I hitched the backpack a little higher. My shoes squelched on the dirt road as I trod along to who knew where I was going.

      A soft sound in the undergrowth to my left made me turn. Amber eyes stared out of the foliage at me, and I took a moment to register that they belonged to a wolf.

      My legs remained frozen for only a heartbeat longer before they propelled me forward. Not that running was probably my best course of action, but at that point, I was so tired, I couldn’t think of anything else.

      A growl behind me told me that the beast had given chase. Just my luck. What else could possibly go wrong today?

      I didn’t dare look behind. I did not want to see it coming. My wet shoes pounded the ground while my eyes scoured the forest ahead, looking for a safe place to hide.

      Heart pounding, I dashed into a side path with the hope of climbing a tree. As I rounded the corner, I saw, half-hidden by thick bushes, an old hunter’s viewpoint.

      Not giving it a second thought, I dove through the bushes. My backpack got caught, snagged on a branch, and I struggled to free myself. I could hear the animal behind me now.

      Through the bushes, I could see the ladder leading to the old hut. It was so close. If only I could reach it.

      The branch snapped, and I fell forward, sprawling in the dirt. I spat out a mouthful of forest floor and heaved myself back up.

      The wolf behind me growled.
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      Huge and menacing, the wolf jumped through the bushes. I scrambled backwards frantically and found my feet beneath me.

      Panicked, I ran the few yards to the ladder, but my foot caught on something, and my head connected painfully with the rusted ladder of the viewing hut.

      The wooden floor of the hut tilted in my vision. The furry face of the wolf swam before my eyes. Bright stars danced in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Soft evening light fell through a window as I blinked my eyes.

      I moved my head to see better, and a sharp pain shot through my brain.

      My hand flew to my forehead, only to find it bandaged. I winced.

      “Hey, careful with that,” a male voice said behind me.

      “Huh?” I pushed myself into a sitting position and found myself looking at a tall man in dirty pants and a sweater.

      “Who are you?” I pointed at his chest.

      “I was about to ask you the same,” the guy answered.

      I realised that he wasn’t that much older than me. Maybe eighteen with a mop of sandy blonde hair. “I asked first.”

      “This is my place, so you answer first.”

      “Your place?” I looked around at the dingy old hut that looked like a good wind might blow it over.

      “It’s temporary.”

      I reached up at the bandage and rubbed it gently. “Did you do this?”

      “Yes. You banged your head on the ladder.”

      “I remember. A wolf chased me.”

      The guy looked down at his hands. “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      My blood froze in my veins. My hand shook as I brought it back down into my lap.

      “You are the wolf?”

      “When I need to be.”

      I searched the rickety viewing hut for my bag. It rested in the corner opposite me.

      “What do you want with me?” My voice shook.

      The shifter raised his eyebrows. “You looked for me. I could ask you the same question.”

      “What? No.” I winced again as the pain shot through my head once more. I fell back on the makeshift bed. “I ran from you, remember?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You looked right at me, and then you ran straight here as if you knew it was here.”

      The throbbing in my forehead eased, and I closed my eyes, breathing evenly. This guy made no sense.

      I gathered my courage. “Please, can I leave now?”

      “No.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. He was going to kill me now.

      “You are in no condition to go anywhere.”

      “I’m fine.” I pushed myself back up on one elbow. The hut spun around me. I might have a slight concussion.

      “It was difficult enough carrying you up here. It will be dark soon, and you may as well rest until morning and then carry on to wherever you’re headed.”

      “You carried me?”

      He nodded, and I noticed he was quite bulky underneath that sweater.

      It seemed I had no choice but to stay ~ for now. I’d have to be wary.

      “Does your kind always stay in accommodations like these?”

      “My kind? What is that supposed to mean? I gather you’re not a dog person, then.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind. No, as I said, it’s temporary.”

      “Why would you help me if you thought I was after you?”

      The shifter shrugged. “You were injured because of me. I couldn’t just leave you there for the animals.”

      “Huh, thanks.”

      “My name is Thomas, by the way.” He leaned forward and reached out his hand.

      Hesitantly, I took it. “Dana.”

      “Cool, now we know each other. I don’t have much, but there is some bread and jam I can offer you,” the shifter pointed to his bag with his chin, “if you’re hungry.”

      I couldn’t believe this guy. His amber eyes were soft and gentle, but I knew he was a shifter.

      “Very well,” I conceded, “but if you try anything, I will slit your throat.”

      Thomas held up both hands, palms facing me. “On my honour, I will not touch you.”

      I eyed him wearily and then watched him as he busied himself with food.

      The hut had a narrow landing, which I could see through the wooden door that was barely hanging on its hinges. In fact, it looked as if the shifter had recently done some makeshift repairs.

      The sleeping bag I lay on in the far corner covered a clean-swept floor.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      “Since last night. I didn’t mean to stay another night, but I was so exhausted, I slept too late this morning. If we are going to make it to the next town during daylight, we’ll have to leave early tomorrow.”

      “We?”

      “It’s safer if we walk together, but I’ll understand if you don’t want to. After all, you hardly know me, right?”

      “I don’t know you at all.”

      “Where are you going, anyway?”

      “I don’t know.” At least there was a question I could answer honestly.

      “Interesting. I don’t think I have been there.”

      The corners of my lips pulled down, suppressing a smile. Thomas winked at me.

      “Where are you going, then?” I asked in return.

      “A place called Wilderfield. It’s really beautiful. I’m meeting someone.”

      My brows furrowed, brining on another bout of pain, as I tried to recall a town called Wilderfield.

      “You can have the sleeping bag for tonight,” Thomas said. “You sure travel light for the fact you don’t know where you are going.”

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Just an observation.” He took a paper towel, placed a sandwich on it, and then folded it so that only half the sandwich was visible. Then, he handed it to me. “Hope you like strawberry jam.”

      “Thank you.”

      At least he had manners. The way he dressed, with his dirty pants, his unkempt hair, and his rough accommodation, I would have thought him to have rough manners, too.

      Seems I was wrong. Maybe the shifter’s travel persona was misleading. A pauper definitely wouldn’t travel with paper towels in his bag.

      The sandwich was great. I hadn’t realised how hungry I was. It made me think back at what kind of day I’d had, and all the things just came flooding back all at once.

      Silently, I huddled down on the sleeping bag. I could see Thomas looking at me out of the corner of his eye, but he didn’t ask any questions.

      My stubbornness prevented me from crying, but I could feel the sting in my eyes and the pain in my throat when I swallowed.

      What if all of this was my fault? Whatever this blue magic was that sprung from my hand, it wasn’t fae. What if it drew the dark magic to the kingdom? Maybe that’s why my father sent me away. To save the kingdom.

      My nostrils flared as more tears threatened. I was really fighting them now. There were so many questions, and I had answers to none.

      Go to Arianna, my father had said. One name, nothing else. How did he think I would accomplish that? I was lucky to have found someone who even recognised that name.

      I now had a witch’s book, but still no clue where to go. The king’s guard was hunting me, and I had almost nothing to my name, except what was in my backpack.

      Resting my head on my arms, I closed my eyes. One traitorous tear escaped and dripped down onto the sleeping bag. I sobbed quietly.

      Something furry rubbed against me and then settled down beside me. I shied away, and when I looked, I saw the light grey wolf lying calmly next to me, his eyes closed.

      My heart jumped into my throat. My legs propelled me upwards in one fluid motion. I shot into the corner, screaming, clawing at the wood.

      The hut spun around me, and the air shimmered before my eyes. The wolf changed, and then Thomas came towards me, clutching a blanket to his naked body.

      “Dana, I’m sorry, calm down.”

      “Stay away,” I screamed.

      “Okay, okay.” He held up a hand and backed away.

      My heart hammered, and had I not been holding on to the walls of the hut, I would have fallen over.

      “Dana, what’s going on?” the shifter asked.

      I concentrated on my breathing, keeping my eyes on his face.

      “What do you want,” I hissed.

      “You seemed upset. I thought I could comfort you.” He wrapped the blanket around him.

      “Why would you do that?” I squeaked, trembling.

      “Dana, I’m sorry, okay?” He backed away some more. “I just wanted to help.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      The shifter’s amber eyes darkened, and I pressed my back harder against the wall. He then turned, silently walked across the small room and out the door.

      My body could take no more. I moaned as my knees connected noisily with the wooden floorboards, and then I braced myself as the stab through my head sent me tumbling back onto the sleeping bag.

      I lay there, shivering, tears spilling from my eyes.

      My cousin’s face swam in my vision. The daughter of my father’s sister, we were raised as sisters. She had been everything to me until a pack of shifters brutally tore her apart and devoured her flesh.

      I sobbed.

      Why did I have to meet a shifter? So much had already gone wrong. Why this?

      

      I startled awake and stared at the darkness around me. My eyes adjusted to the little light the moon brought to the cabin.

      Thomas sat leaning against the far wall, looking at me apprehensively.

      “I shouldn’t have fallen asleep.” I sat up. Less woozy. “This is your place.”

      “You needed the rest. Whatever happened to you, it must have been hard.” His eyes creased into a gentle smile. “I am going outside while you get ready. The sun will be up soon; then we can be on our way.”

      Thomas didn’t wait for me to respond. He took his bag and left, leaving me to do whatever it is that girls do in the mornings.

      I dug in the rucksack and cringed at my meagre possessions. What I wouldn’t give for a toothbrush and toothpaste right now. Instead, I took out the comb.

      It took a little while to undo the tight bun Alyssa had tied the morning before, but once my hair was free, it cascaded in red waves down my back.

      With determined strokes, I pulled the comb through it, only hesitating around the area where I had hit my head. It already wasn’t as tender as it was last night.

      I knew I’d look like a poodle once I finished brushing it, but if I didn’t, it would knot. Taking the hair clip I stole from the councillor’s daughter, I tied up the mess that was my hair as best I could.

      Still feeling dirty, I took the water flask out of my bag, and in the corner of the hut, poured some water over my hands to wash them and then to wash my face.

      I also washed all my cuts and scratches, most of which had already crusted over. Just the one on the arm still stung, and it bled once I cleaned it.

      Then, I climbed down the ladder to look for Thomas. I didn’t have to go far, for he waited for me underneath the hut.

      His eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open when he saw me.

      “What?”

      “Freckle much? And, boy, I knew you had red hair, but wow!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’ll just pack my things, then we can go,” he said and scaled the ladder, leaving me to glare after him.

      The light within the forest strengthened, letting me know the sun had risen, even if we couldn’t see it. I was glad for it, for standing there alone I suddenly did not feel safe.

      I backed up against the ladder and scanned the forest around me. I had given no thought to wild animals when I first stepped into the woods.

      Fae had a good relationship with animals and were seldom attacked by them. So, where did this sudden fear come from? Fear of more shifters, perhaps?

      I startled when Thomas came down the ladder.

      “Ready, Freckles?”

      “Don’t call me that. And, I can find my own way,” I replied, seething at his dig about my freckles.

      “Then, why did you wait for me?”

      I glared at him.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      Thomas showed me a way to the forest road without incurring more scratches by going through the bushes. Once on the road, we walked at a fast and steady pace.

      The shifter regaled me with stories all through the morning. None were personal, which I noted, but all were highly entertaining. Often, I had to remind myself that he was, indeed, a shifter, and I could not let my guard down.

      Still, he was funny, and he sure made travelling a lot easier, even if I did not know where I was going. He also made no more jokes about freckles or red hair.

      Thomas had shown me on the map how far the next town was and by when we would reach it.

      Clover Hill was the closest town to Draeguard. Although it fell under the protection of Draeguard, it did not benefit from its protective spell, which made Draeguard invisible from the outside world.

      The people of Clover Hill were a mix of trading folk who, several generations ago, built the community as a means to connect Draeguard to the cities further west.

      If I remembered correctly, several species of legendaries called Clover Hill their home, from dwarves and common fae, to satyrs and pixies.

      “How far west is the place you’re going?” My curiosity finally won out, and I shot him a quick look to see if I overstepped my boundaries.

      He didn’t even flinch. “Past Silverlakes, but I hitch a ride with someone from Oaktown. Do you want to come along?”

      There it was. My heart raced. Was he trying to lure me into a trap?

      “No, I’ll make my own way from Clover Hill, thanks.”

      The words came out of my mouth, for they made sense, but my gut said I shouldn’t have spoken them. I grimaced at the idiocy of it.

      “Suit yourself. We should be there soon. Just over that rise.” Thomas pointed.

      Up ahead, the light through the trees strengthened, and not long after, we could see the edge of the forest. The path carried on through a field of tall standing grasses.

      At the entrance to the forest stood a cart drawn by a grey pony. An assortment of goods filled the cart, but we couldn’t see any people. Thomas hesitated, and we moved off the path into the trees.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We don’t know who it is,” he replied. “Let’s wait first to see.”

      I didn’t think people who collected random items with a pony would be a threat, but then I hadn’t been outside the castle walls alone before.

      We moved forward through the trees, coming closer to the stationary cart. Voices and the sound of chopping wood drifted through the trees as we neared. When the chopping stopped, we halted and hid behind a tree.

      Laden with firewood strapped into bundles, four people appeared walking along a narrow trail towards the waiting cart. They looked like ordinary folk, and I was going to say as much to Thomas when he grabbed me by my arm to pull me back.

      “What?”

      “Shh, we cannot be seen. Come.”

      “Why not?”

      “Didn’t you see?” His eyes were incredulous as he looked at me. “They are bounty hunters.”
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      “Bounty Hunters?” I said, louder than I meant to.

      “Shh,” he urged me again and pulled me further into the forest, away from the people.

      “No.” I yanked my arm free of his grip and planted my feet firmly in the mulchy soil. “They are common fae,” I blurted. “That’s different from fae as in that they cannot do magic. They are harmless.”

      “Harmless?” He looked at me as if I was stupid. “Did you not see their cart? Where do you think they got all that? What do you think they would do with a nice white pelt or pretty red witch’s hair?”

      Hairs rose along my arms as understanding dawned. Here I’d been thinking this whole time not to make friends with Thomas because he was a shifter because centuries ago, the races used to be at war. And, well, my personal reasons.

      I hadn’t realised how relevant this hatred still was today and cursed my sheltered life within the palace. Bounty hunters. My stomach heaved.

      Then, I frowned. What did he think I was? Red witch’s hair?

      “Hey, where are you going? I didn’t mean to frighten you.” He followed.

      “Just stay away, okay?”

      “What’s wrong now, Freckles?”

      “Don’t call me that.” I turned and ran.

      The backpack bounced on my back as I sprinted through the trees.

      I could hear Thomas running after me.

      I was athletic, fast, and strong, but Thomas was faster. He caught up with me without trouble and stopped me before I could get far.

      “Dana, what got into you? I was just trying to protect you.”

      I shrugged out of his grip a second time. “You cannot protect me. I need to leave.”

      “And go where? To them?” He motioned with his chin toward the edge of the forest.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Nothing, I suppose.” His shoulders slumped.

      “Good. I’m leaving.” I turned to go.

      “Wait.” His voice cracked on the single word, and I stopped.

      “What?” I sighed.

      “Come with me, rather.”

      “We travelled far enough together. Thank you for your help.”

      “Fine, but don’t blame me if those hunters catch you,” he spat.

      “They won’t hurt me.” I lifted my chin.

      He sighed. “Are you so naive? Why do you think that?”

      “Because I am fae, Thomas, like them.”

      He laughed. “No, not completely. They’ll scalp you for the witch part in you. They want your hair.”

      Witch. There was that word again. I knew I wasn’t, but doubt gnawed its way up my spine.

      “I am Dana of Silverstalk, Princess of Draeguard, Stronghold of the Fae Outreach.”

      Silence. Thomas stared at me, mouth agape. Slowly, he shook his head. “Princess? Royalty? Huh. But, you glowed with magic. Blue. From your hands. That’s like witches’ magic.”

      “I am fae, Thomas. I have been all my life.” To prove it, I reached out with my left arm and commanded one of the vines from a tree to grow towards me. It elongated and then twirled elegantly around my splayed fingers.

      Thomas’ eyes narrowed dangerously. “A witch could do that.”

      “I don’t know anything about witches, but fae magic is earthbound.”

      I saw the shift in Thomas’ eyes as he began to accept that I was fae. I thought I saw hurt in his eyes, but then they went cold, and I thought I must have imagined it.

      “So what,” his mouth pulled down into a sneer, “did you just make friends with me so you could take me back to your people? Be the hero? Oh, look, I caught a shifter. Look at your princess now.”

      I took a step back. The corners of Thomas’ mouth had turned down, and he looked at me with narrowed eyes. Did he think because I was royalty I’d turn him in because he was a shifter?

      “It was you that attacked me, remember?” My voice rose in pitch, and the heat rose along my throat and into my cheeks. “I would have carried on my way had you not chased me.”

      “Yeah? Then, how did you find me? Only someone with special powers would have been able to see me where I was hiding. I had to chase you to make sure you weren’t an enemy.”

      “Urgh, so all of this has been a lie, then? This whole time you probably had ulterior motives about me, which is why you wanted me to come with you. Where were you going to drag me off to? Some witches’ cult?”

      I realised I had been shouting when there were noises behind us, and two bounty hunters came through the trees to investigate the goings-on.

      Thomas didn’t hesitate. Without another glance, he turned and disappeared into the forest. The men called to me as they neared, but then my nerves failed me.

      Running into the opposite direction that Thomas went, I disappeared between the trees and carried on running until my tired legs could carry me no longer.

      I plopped down on a fallen log and stared out across the vast field that spread from the forest to my right, with the town in the distance. My run had carried me to the southern edge of Clover Hill.

      With the light fading, I knew I didn’t have much time before it would be completely dark, and then I would be alone in this forest with who knew what roamed between these trees.

      I shuddered and forced myself to stand. My best chance would probably be to spend the night within the town, so I put on my green hood and stepped out across the field.

      There was no road from here to the town, and I walked through nettles and thorns, even waded through a shallow river. Mosquitoes swarmed over the meadow, making a feast out of me.

      By the time I reached Clover Hill, it was dark, and orange light poured from windows and a few flickering street lights. If I could find an empty barn for the night that would already be enough.

      Keeping to the shadows, I crept along the edge of town. There were a few people around, but they went about their business and did not see me slinking about.

      I could not tell what race they were in the dark, and I had no inclination to find out. Whatever I had expected to find outside of the walls of Draeguard, it had not been this animosity.

      Although not a big town, Clover Hill turned out to be more populous than I expected. Most people were closing shop, hurrying home, or in general concluding their business for the day, but others only started.

      I came across two people that exchanged money in a dark alley, a man threatening another with a knife, and someone purchasing something the other kept well hidden beneath a cloth, but I could see a glow beneath it.

      Down a quiet street at the edge of town, an elderly satyress swept her porch, her apron bound around her waist, covering most of her hairy legs.

      Warm light streamed out her open house door, and the aroma of food cooking on the stove drove me closer.

      “Good evening. Excuse the intrusion.” I approached the porch.

      The broom ceased its motion. “What do you want?”

      “I am Princess Dana of Draeguard, and I was wondering if I could share your meal tonight.”

      The satyress laughed out loud, then lifted her broom to swipe it at me.

      “Beat it, you lying street rat. I know what the princess looks like, and you aren’t it.”

      With my faith in people shaken, I hid around the corner of the house in the dark.

      Opposite, a large, dark building emitted inviting smells of hay and horses.

      After my literal ‘brush’ with death, I approached the dim light of the open door of the barn with caution.

      The laughter of children drifted over, mixed with the occasional snort of a horse. A male and female adult voice conversed softly.

      I dared to peek around the corner. The large stable contained at least ten horses. A man busied himself cleaning a stall, while the woman brushed a horse. The children played in the passage between the row of stalls.

      It looked inviting, and I could see the people were common fae, yet I still hesitated. This town was everything Draeguard was not, and I did not belong here.

      Maybe I had grown up too sheltered, but I did not feel safe here. I’d take my chances with the beasts in the forest, for they were more likely to be negotiated with than the people of Clover Hill.

      I was about to leave when something touched my leg. Two grey cats rubbed themselves against me, purring.

      I frowned at them, trying to shoo them away, but they persisted. Backing away slowly, I tried not to fall over them. “Go away,” I whispered.

      Suddenly, I heard footsteps. When I looked up, I saw the children running over to me.

      “Will you play with us?”

      “Please?”

      “No,” I whispered at them, still trying to rid myself of the cats.

      “Please, please, we have toys,” the older one said.

      “Really, I was just leaving.” I made to turn when the mother called to me.

      “The stable is warm during the night, and we have extra food. The children won’t bite, I promise, and we use our brooms for cleaning, only.”

      Chagrined, I turned back, fire in my cheeks. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

      “Now can we play?” the smaller of the boys asked.

      “Uhm.” The children dragged me off into the warm light of the stable, but I was acutely aware of the couple’s pitying looks. I wondered what kind of state I was in.

      Followed by the cats, I was taken to a corner of the stable where the children had played. They were soon fighting over whose toys to play with first.

      The mother smiled indulgently at them when she brought me some bread and something cooked and hot. It tasted like potatoes and vegetables.

      “We live above,” she pointed with her finger at the ceiling, “but don’t have extra room. My husband will prepare a stall for you to sleep in with fresh straw and blankets. It’s not much, but you’ll be comfortable.”

      “I appreciate your help. Thank you.”

      “You are welcome, dear.”

      The woman walked away without asking questions. I wondered if homeless people often came through here. I did appreciate their kindness, even if I didn’t trust the situation completely. It was the children, and the cats, that put me more at ease.

      I had just finished my meal and returned the bowl when a man dressed in a long black cloak came in, leading two big Gypsy horses. He had a scowl on his face, enhancing his hooked nose, and I shrank away into the shadows, not wanting to be seen by him.

      The couple exchanged a few words with the man before taking the money he held out with a gnarled hand, and then they took his horses.

      The man turned to leave, but as he shifted, his gaze crossed mine, and our eyes locked for a brief moment. Ice ran down my spine, and my scalp crawled, making me shrink into myself. I’d never seen a dark elf before.

      His dark lips pulled in a thin line across his pale face as he gave me what I thought must have been a smile. I thought I saw the glint of black teeth between his lips.

      I quickly looked away and pulled my hood deeper over my face. The elf wouldn’t know who I was, surely, but I couldn’t be too careful. The way he had looked at me; as if I was dinner.

      The man left, and although my heart hammered like a herd of galloping horses, I breathed a sigh of relief. I hoped never to see him again. I’d have to leave here before he came back for his horses in the morning.

      After the couple had seen to the horses, they called to their children that it was time to retire. They bade me good night, and suddenly, I was alone. The stable felt colder without them.

      One central lantern remained lit near the main entrance of the stable, and they had given me a small lamp to take to my stall, which was as comfortable as the woman had promised and as a stable could be.

      The cats decided to settle in next to me and, although I had an affinity with animals, their behaviour did seem odd. It was as if they couldn’t take their eyes off me.

      Although a little creepy, their small furry bodies pressed to mine comforted me and eased me into sleep after I had turned off the lantern. It wasn’t until I felt their rough tongues lick across my face that I startled awake again.

      Blinking in the dark, I tried to figure what was going on when I heard a noise. Not the kind of sound you expected to hear in a stable, but something so out of place that I was immediately alert.

      Shouldering my backpack, I crept to the edge of the stall and peeked over the wall. One of the strange man’s horses stood out in the passage with Thomas, bound and gagged, thrown over its back.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. How had this happened? Was he alive? Blood had shot to Thomas’ face from hanging with his head down, and his hair hung matted with smeared blood where he must have sustained an injury.

      With a swirl of his dark cloak, the stranger led his other horse out of its stall and saddled it. When he checked Thomas’ bounds, Thomas made a strangled sound, and I knew then it was that which had alerted me.

      My blood burned along my veins, and I wished I knew what to do. A tingling in my palm brought my attention to the fact that I still had my magic, and I looked down at the soft blue glow, smirking.

      When I looked up again, the dark man patted his horse and then left the stable, leaving the horses, and Thomas, behind. It was an unexpected development, and I was unsure of what to do for a moment.

      When Thomas moaned again, I hesitated no longer. I sprinted into the open and straight to him. I took his head in my hands, trying to remove the gag, and he opened his eyes.

      Thomas looked at me with pleading eyes, moaning through the gag. I wondered what he was trying to tell me when rough hands grabbed me from behind.

      “Two for the price of one, eh.” The man’s foul breath hit me as he whispered in my ear.

      I gave a startled scream, and my hand glowed dully. The man laughed.

      Kicking and struggling, I tried to break free, but his hands were like iron bounds on my arms. When I turned my palm, it made contact with his skin, and he cursed but did not let go.

      Instead, he dragged me to his horse. The animal snorted and shook its head at my wild antics, but he ordered it to stand still, while he stuffed something in my mouth, and then he took a rope to tie me up.

      I glared at him and concentrated on my hand. The glow wavered. If only I had more control of this strange magic of mine. It had worked well enough when I needed it to save my father.

      With noises coming from above the stables, the man hurried and dragged me to the other horse. The couple must have awoken at the commotion below.

      I struggled within his grip, scratched him with my fingernails. My feet kicked out at him, and my teeth bit ineffectively into his sleeve. Tears of frustration rolled down my face.

      The evil stranger handled me as if I weighed nothing when he picked me up. He threw me over his other horse to lie across its back alongside Thomas, who looked at me with pity in his eyes.
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      A heavy blanket settled over us, and all I could see was the ground. Once the horse moved and we left the stable for the predawn darkness outside, even the ground became near invisible.

      Immediately, the awkward position made itself felt. My legs cramped, my stomach hurt, and I thought my head might explode from the amount of blood that rushed to it.

      As the sun rose into the sky, the temperature beneath the blanket became unbearable. We sweat, with moisture dripping off our foreheads and running into our eyes.

      With pain and thirst vying for my attention, anger at the dark-cloaked elf built within me. How dare he abduct us like this? What did he want with us, anyway? Another bounty hunter?

      I also cursed myself, for so far, my quest to save my father and the kingdom had not gone as planned. It was apparent that I was useless beyond the walls of the palace.

      The horse plodded on unmercifully, unaware of our discomfort on its back. The pain was becoming unbearable, and tears threatened my eyes again. I never cried this much.

      Sweat kept dripping from my face, and I soon struggled to breathe through my nose. I tried to dislodge the gag from my mouth but to no avail.

      As my breath rasped in and out of me, my thoughts became foggy. It must have been the pain that kept me from passing out, for I still felt every one of the horse’s movements as ten thousand daggers through my body.

      And then we stopped.

      The change happened so unexpectedly, both Thomas and I moaned at the different kind of pain it brought. We cried again when the man yanked the blanket off and bright sunlight stabbed at our eyes.

      “The horses need to rest,” the elf said brusquely.

      He grabbed me unceremoniously and dumped me beneath a tree. My body screamed; first from the pain of being lifted off the horse, then from the pain of being thrown on the ground.

      Not even the cool breeze from the river to our right could dull the burning flush of anger that crept up my neck and into my cheeks.

      I tried to struggle to my feet while the man went back to the horses to fetch Thomas. The rope cut into my legs, making me topple over. Lying on my side, the man kicked me in the ribs as he walked past.

      He laughed again.

      I moaned as the man hauled me up and dragged me to the tree. There he bound me to it and did the same with Thomas, before going to take care of the horses.

      Once unsaddled, he led them to the river, where they drank their fill, and then they grazed peacefully along its lush, green bank. The man, too, slaked his thirst from the river and then filled his water bottles.

      Then, he went to sit under a tree opposite us and took from his bag a variety of foods, which he proceeded to eat with relish.

      My anger simmered dangerously beneath the surface. Never in my life had I been treated this way. The bounds holding my hands to the tree were so tight, I was losing feeling in my fingers.

      Thomas and I had been given no water all day but had to endure the extreme heat underneath that blanket. My head pounded from exhaustion and dehydration.

      I glared at the man. He raised his water bottle to me, grinning.

      A vein in my neck throbbed. Little pinpricks of pain tingled up and down my arms as I wriggled my shoulders, straining against the rope. Heat rose within me, threatening to burn me from the inside out.

      My right hand balled into a fist, the rope cutting deep into my wrist, sending searing pain up my arm. It only fuelled my anger.

      The rope snapped as the blue magic sizzled through it. My shoulders protested as I flung my arms forward to free my legs, but I ignored the pain, my eyes fixed on the elf, who had risen to his feet.

      Waves of heat and anger pulsed through me as I walked towards him. I could now see the fear in his eyes. Good.

      I raised my right hand and aimed it at him. Pulsating waves of blue magic shot out, knocking him off his feet.

      The man called out and scrambled to his feet. He had drawn a weapon, but it was too late for him. Unrelenting, the magic flew from my hand, hitting him again, and again, and again.

      He stumbled, got knocked down, scrambled to his knees, and got knocked down again. He bled in several places. I didn’t care. I drove him on. Only when he splashed into the river and his head sunk beneath the surface did I drop my arm and let the magic fade.

      With flaring nostrils, and trying hard to control my racing heart, I returned to the tree to free Thomas. He looked at me with wide eyes, but I just shook my head, hoping he wouldn’t ask any questions.

      “Thanks,” his voice sounded hoarse. Mine probably did, too, but I was afraid to speak. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Quickly, we grabbed our things from amongst the elf’s supplies, as well as some of his food and water.

      Then, we took the bridles and caught the horses. They were huge, the Gypsy kind, and Thomas had to help me up. Sitting astride its broad back was way better than being draped across it like a sack of potatoes.

      We lingered no longer, for I didn’t think I killed the elf. He might even now be climbing out of the river. We asked the horses for a canter and had soon left the river’s edge behind.

      Thomas glanced behind us several times, but I kept my gaze fixed ahead, determined to get as fast and as far away as possible.

      The horses’ big strides carried us swiftly, but after a while, Thomas called to me to rein my horse in.

      “We need to give them a break. They cannot keep to this pace forever.”

      We slowed the horses to a walk, although I would have loved to carry on putting distance between us and that river at speed.

      “There is a town up ahead.” Thomas guided his brown and white gelding alongside my black and white one. “It’s smaller than Clover Hill and friendlier. I know people there.”

      I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t think I was ready for another town. “Do we have to?”

      “We don’t have to,” Thomas looked at me fully for the first time since we escaped, “if you’re not up for it. Come, I know another way.”

      We turned the horses off the road and rode across fields, through shallow rivers, and across more fields, before entering a forest via a narrow trail.

      “This trail skirts the town and comes out several miles to the west of it. The forest is safe enough for us to spend the night in. There is also a little stream if you would like to wash.”

      “Thank you, Thomas,” I mumbled, suddenly very tired.

      We rode in silence for a while, Thomas in the lead on the narrow trail, with me watching the swaying of his horse’s tail in front of me.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about our misfortune, though. Was it just coincidence that Thomas and I got captured together? Was it a conspiracy? What if the man had known who I was?

      “Thomas, why did that man take you?”

      He shrugged. “He was a bounty hunter. Probably hoped to skin the wolf hide off me.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I said, patting my horse on his neck for my own comfort.

      “There are more of them around now than there have ever been. This is the first time I’ve encountered a dark elf. They use the talismans they cut off us, like your red hair, for their dark magic. I definitely know to be more careful in future with his kind.”

      “Be more careful in future? Is that all you have to say about it?” I was shocked. “We nearly died.”

      “What else can we do? Ever since the White Law was put into place, things have been tougher for us. Surely, you must know this.”

      “The White Law?” I studied all laws passed by my father, but this one I had never heard of.

      “You know, the one where harvesting certain magical elements of folks is allowed?” Thomas turned, looking back at me with his eyebrows raised.

      “Harvesting?” Bile rose to my throat at the suggestion in that word.

      “Yes, it is what you think it is.”

      “My father would never pass such a law.” Hot blood shot into my cheeks. It couldn’t be possible.

      “No, silly,” no-one had ever called me silly, “not your father. It’s the dark elves who passed the law. It’s them who are after the magic. They pay well.”

      My head whirled. Dark elves, bounty hunters, magical body parts, and dark magic. Why did we at the castle not know about this? Or, maybe they did, and I was just excluded from this knowledge.

      My stomach roiled with this new information, but something had set the gears in my brain into overdrive.

      “You must think I am a total snob, not knowing anything of the outside world. I can’t believe it’s so different from what I have been told. How serious is the hatred between the races?”

      “Do the fae care?” Thomas sneered. “Your kind hasn’t been involved in the goings-on within Wiltera for years.”

      I stared at him blankly. He continued.

      “It wasn’t so bad until about two years ago. That’s when the dark elves decided to expand their territory and put the White Law into place.”

      “I thought they ruled Raven Hall. Isn’t that around here, somewhere?”

      Thomas spread his arms wide, then up, then let them drop to his side again. “They could be everywhere, really. They remain as hidden as Draeguard.”

      “It seems there is a lot I need to learn about your world.” Now, I literally felt sick to my stomach.

      “Have you never been outside your city?”

      “Sure, I’ve been riding within the forest around Draeguard, but always under guard. I once visited a city with my father, but I was a lot younger, then.”

      Thomas then left me to my own thoughts for a long while, until he pulled his horse off the trail and dismounted several feet into the trees.

      “We can stay here for the night,” he said gruffly.

      I jumped off my horse, and Thomas took it from me, saying he would take the horses to the river to water them.

      I watched him walk off, aware of Thomas’ change in demeanour. He had been friendly enough this whole time; the sudden dark look on his face worried me.

      The area Thomas had chosen was a natural alcove of bushes along a shallow river. I busied myself with clearing some space for us underneath the branches while I waited for him to return.

      The horses looked content when Thomas tied them off on a tree not far from us, and he then came to sit by me next to our bags.

      “Dana, there is something I need to speak to you about.”

      There it was. I nodded.

      “I didn’t want to bring it up. You looked so upset about…you know. But I want to thank you for what you did. For saving me. You were extraordinary.”

      I blinked. Of course, I saved him. What else could I have done? Why would thanking me upset me more? “You’re welcome. I wasn’t going to leave you there.”

      Thomas looked down and drew with his finger in the dirt. “What was it you did to that elf, Dana?”

      My cheeks prickled as blood rushed to them. I cursed myself for blushing so easily. “It’s nothing. Fae magic.”

      Thomas looked up, his amber eyes piercing mine. “No, it’s not.”

      I swallowed, my lie exposed so easily. Dropping my head, I admitted the truth. “I don’t know, Thomas. It started a few weeks ago. I don’t really have any control over it.”

      “Hey,” Thomas shifted forward and briefly touched my leg, “it’s going to be alright. I’ve seen similar magic before, and I don’t think it’s bad.”

      “You have? Where?”

      “Um,” his eyes shifted, and he looked down, “You say this started a few weeks ago. How? Tell me about it.”

      Was he trying to distract me? Was he lying? Every time I was on the verge of trusting him, something happened that made me doubt him. He was a shifter, after all.

      “Yes, a few weeks ago. Just a pale glow, nothing special.” I purposefully omitted that I nearly destroyed my room in the process.

      “Does this happen to fae often?”

      Oh, Goddess, why did he have to ask these questions? Just thinking of lying made me blush.

      “No, fae don’t have this kind of magic.” I blushed anyway.

      Thomas had the decency to look confused. “Is that why you ran away?”

      “I didn’t run away.” Again, the high-pitched voice. Urgh. I tried to calm myself. “The kingdom was under attack. Again. They arrested my father and accused him of treason. Falsely, I might add. I left to find answers.”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I could have smacked myself as I realised that I had just blurted out everything, even after I concluded I couldn’t trust him. I was such an idiot.

      “Who attacked the castle?”

      “We don’t know. I think it was dark magic, but don’t know who wielded it.”

      “Dana, why didn’t you tell me all of this sooner? I thought you were just some spoiled, runaway princess who had enough of the fancy life. I am sorry if I misjudged you.”

      The honest concern in his eyes touched me, and I graced him with a rare smile. “I didn’t know if I could trust you.”

      He laughed; a pure, whole-hearted sound. His cheeks dimpled as his lips pulled back. “Touché, I didn’t trust you, either.”

      I laughed with him, now completely thrown off track.

      “So, these dark magic attacks,” Thomas mused, “who would do that to your people?”

      “Trust me; we’ve been over this a thousand times. We have had no threats; we’ve not been at war with anyone in a century, nothing.”

      Thomas narrowed his eyes and leaned forward to touch my hair. I looked at him, shocked.

      “The bounty hunter was after your hair and my fur. The dark elves use these as ingredients for their magic, their dark magic. I wonder if there is a connection.”

      I stared at him. Could it be?

      “Freckles…” He took a deep breath and hesitated. I could see he struggled with something. “Dana, I want to take you somewhere, where I think you may get some answers, but you have to promise me that you will never tell anyone about this place. Can you do that?”

      I hesitated, uncertain, but my curiosity, and my need to find out what was going on, won out. Intrigued, I leaned forward. “I promise.”

      “This may not be what you expect and may come as a bit of a shock, but I want you to keep an open mind. Can you do that, too?”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      Thomas sighed deeply. “Alright, then I will take you to see Arianna.”
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      “What?” I jumped to my feet.

      It was, indeed, not what I expected. Thomas wanted to take me to a witch. Not only did he want to take me to a witch, but he wanted to take me to my witch. How did he even know my witch?

      I glared at him while my thoughts chased each other around in my head. I was sure my heart was playing drums with my ribs inside my chest.

      If Thomas thought taking me to a witch would give me answers, then maybe my magic was witch’s magic. With all this animosity between the legendaries, perhaps it had been Thomas’ ploy all along to get me to the witch.

      Frowning, I thought of our first meeting. The shifter had told me that he thought I was a witch, but then why had he chased me? He had known I was fae and only stopped when he’d seen the blue glow from my hands.

      That’s when his demeanour changed, and he offered to help me. And me, like a fool, had fallen for it. So naive. Like the spoiled princess that I was. Bile rose to my throat.

      “Freckles, what’s wrong? You’ve gone all red.”

      “Don’t. Call. Me. That.”

      Thomas held up both hands. “Alright, alright.”

      How could he look so innocent? Maybe he was just trying to help me. This would be my one opportunity to get to the place I have been trying to get to ever since I left the palace.

      So, why was I so upset about it? My whole body tingled with unspent magic flowing through it. The feeling of pins-and-needles especially bad in my arms and hands.

      “Dana, look, if you don’t want to go, I’ll understand.”

      I wished he would shut up. I wasn’t ready for an answer, yet.

      Would I be walking into a trap or the solution I have been looking for? The situation was undoubtedly dire enough to risk it, but would I be strong enough to defend myself if it was a trap?

      I have had no chance, yet, to look through the book Elder Ronan gave me. I knew nothing about how to defend myself from witches.

      Panic started to set in. I was over-thinking it and making things worse. Taking some slow breaths, I tried to calm myself.

      Thomas took a step towards me. My heart did a wild leap, finishing in a somersault, and I lost what little composure I still had.

      My hands spread involuntarily, and the blue glow flowed from them to illuminate the dark alcove beneath the trees. Thomas shielded his eyes and stepped back.

      The magic kept flowing, vibrating down my arms. Tiny, blue sparks flew from my fingertips, fizzling out into the air.

      Harder and faster, it came, and I couldn’t control it. It poured from me in pulsating waves, washing over the surrounding forest. I couldn’t hold on to my sanity any longer and, with the magic, I also shed my tears.

      Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, the screams of the horses penetrated through my sobs. In the bright, blue light, and through the tears stuck on my lashes, I saw Thomas trying to catch the Gypsies.

      Too late. The horses galloped past, terrified.

      “Dana,” Thomas’ voice drifted through the fog of my brain, “Dana.” He shook my shoulders.

      As the glow subsided, my legs turned to jelly. Thomas was there to catch me, and he lowered me gently to the ground. His strong arms encircled me as my back leaned against his chest.

      It was a good thing the magic took it out of me, because, for once, I wasn’t blushing. I was only glad I hadn’t killed Thomas.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he said gently.

      “I don’t know what happened. I have no control over it.”

      “I think you do, Freckles. Tell me what you thought before it happened.”

      I frowned at his use of that nickname, then sighed. I doubted he would ever drop it.

      “It wasn’t anything good if that’s what you want to know,” I replied.

      “That’s what I thought. You were upset. So, maybe it’s like a defence mechanism.”

      “I suppose. I’ve only used it a few times, and then only in emergencies.”

      “So, if this only started a few weeks ago, and if this is not a fae thing, that means you’ve had no training, right?”

      “Right.” I was starting to get rather warm in his embrace.

      “Then, I think, it’s only natural that you are not able to control your new magic, yet. You need a teacher, one that is proficient in that kind of magic. Once you’ve learned, it won’t be so scary anymore.”

      I shifted, getting uncomfortable. “And where will I find a teacher like that?”

      “I told you, I have seen similar magic before. Although,” he laughed, and my back vibrated, “not quite as wild as yours.”

      “Do you mean Arianna?”

      “Yes, Arianna.” Thomas paused and finally released me from his embrace to turn me to face him. “Was the thought of me taking you to her what upset you?”

      I nodded mutely.

      “Why?”

      “Because that is where I am supposed to go.”

      This time, he stared at me, mutely.

      “My father told me that if I wanted answers, I needed to find a woman called Arianna. It was the only information he could give me, so I basically left Draeguard blindly.”

      “And, with a lot of faith.” There was admiration in his voice. “I know Arianna well. If she can help you, she will. We only have one problem.”

      “What’s that?” My heart beat faster. I was tired of problems.

      “Our horses ran away.” He grinned. “We’ll have to walk the rest of the way.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think so. Horses are something I know about. They won’t go far in the dark. They will either come back to us during the night or find themselves a place to sleep. We should find them in the morning.”

      “If you say so.” Thomas looked sceptical.

      “Then, you’re not upset?”

      “About what?”

      “That I am supposed to seek out this Arianna woman?”

      “Why would this upset me?”

      We were so different, Thomas and I. Where I questioned everything, Thomas simply accepted things for what they were. It infuriated me sometimes. Like now.

      “Don’t you think it’s just a bit too coincidental? Or, maybe, suspicious that a fae king would send his daughter to seek out a witch?”

      Thomas raised his eyebrows. “Who said Arianna is a witch?”

      “You did.”

      “No, I never said she is a witch.”

      “But,” blood shot into my cheeks again, and I was glad for the darkness, “you told me this blue magic is witch magic, and Arianna would have answers. How would she know if she isn’t a witch?”

      “Oh, so you are assuming she’s a witch?”

      Although no longer in Thomas’ arms, our legs were still touching. I scuttled backwards.

      “Well, am I right?”

      “No.”

      My mouth gaped open, and I hoped he couldn’t see me. I’m sure I looked like an idiot, for I had never been this confused in my life. Or, this angry.

      Either Thomas was lying, or that elder from the library didn’t know what he was talking about.

      “Then, what is she?”

      “I am sure she will tell you.”

      “Thomas,” it came out harder than I had meant it to, “enough with the riddles. It is the future of the kingdom that is at stake. Please, if not for the kingdom, then at least for me, can you take this seriously?”

      Even in the dark, I could see his amber eyes flash. “If I weren’t, I would not have offered to take you to Arianna. I am taking a chance just being with you.”

      “If it is such a risk to you, then why are you helping me?”

      I couldn’t help myself. I should just shut up and be happy that he was helping me, yet here I was questioning him.

      “Would you rather I didn’t? I can stop if my help isn’t good enough, anymore.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Then, why are you arguing with me?”

      “I’m just tired.”

      “Take my sleeping bag. I’ll keep watch.”

      Thomas stood and walked away, leaving me alone in the dark. The sparse moonlight that filtered through the trees was barely enough to see by, and I groped around for Thomas’ pack to get the sleeping bag.

      The shifter infuriated me. I could not tell if he was helping or leading me on. Everything he did seemed to have some ulterior motive. Yes, he was getting me to where I needed to go, but now it almost seemed too easy.

      With a dull throb behind my eyelids, I laid my head on my hands and stared off into the darkness until I eventually drifted off into sleep.
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      “You were right,” Thomas’ voice greeted me when I opened my eyes in the morning.

      “About?”

      “The horses came back. I fixed their reins as best I could. We can carry on riding as soon as you’re ready.”

      I would have killed for a bath and a toothbrush right then, but I didn’t tell Thomas that. Instead, I went to the river and did the best with the little that I had.

      A berry bush grew nearby, and I used my fae magic to coax it to grow some more ~ just enough so we could have some breakfast. At least, the fae magic I could control.

      “There are some farms along the way where we will be able to get some food,” Thomas assured me. “The next town is Silverlakes, but it’s still a day’s ride away.”

      I had never been this far away from Draeguard, and I realised how small my world had been. I thought myself educated and worldly, but I was anything but.

      Quagmired in my thoughts, we rode in silence, with Thomas stealing provisions from the farms along the way. I hated the idea, but as we had no other means of getting food, I pushed it to the back of my mind.

      In the evening, Thomas found us an abandoned barn at the edge of a forest to sleep in for the night. The horses appreciated a place to lie down, and so did I.

      When we opened the barn doors in the morning to resume our trip, the world was hidden within a cloud of thick mist.

      Riding through the forest, shrouded in the thick blanket of fog, sent shivers down my spine. I hoped that once we were out in the open, it would get better, but as we reached the fields beyond the treeline, it was apparent the fog was going to be with us for a while.

      “It will clear once the sun rises high enough and melts it away.”

      My nerve endings told me otherwise. “I don’t think so. It will be cloudy later, and the sun will not get warm enough to melt the fog before the clouds cover her.”

      Dew droplets clung to Thomas’ eyelashes that now fell down his face as he blinked. “How do you know? And, her?”

      “I told you, fae magic is earthbound. We have a connection with all things natural. I can feel the weather. ‘Her’ is the sun, silly.”

      “Oh,” he blushed but laughed.

      We rode in silence for a while before Thomas brought his horse close to mine.

      “I don’t think we’re alone.”

      His hushed voice in the silence of the mist raised the hairs on my arms.

      “What? Who?”

      “Take my horse. I’m going to shift and scout around to find out.”

      “Be careful, Thomas.”

      He jumped off his horse and threw me his reins. Enveloped in fog, his shifting took on a ghostly quality, and my heart skipped a beat when the white wolf emerged through the mist.

      His amber eyes briefly made contact with mine, then Thomas raced off across the field. Almost immediately, the mist swallowed him, hiding him from my sight.

      Alone, I suddenly felt vulnerable. The horses became edgy and pranced around. I let them decide the pace, and we were soon trotting at a fast gait; I hoped Thomas would keep up.

      Several miles later, even my riding-trained legs were getting tired, and I reined in the horses. My gelding fought me, and Thomas’ horse simply pulled the rein from my hand.

      I tried calming my horse with my fae magic but to no avail. Only when I saw Thomas’ shadow flitting in and out of the mist to our right did I understand ~ he was driving the horses.

      The wolf pulled closer and growled. He nipped my horse on the hocks until the gelding broke into a gallop. I got the message.

      Leaning over the heavy horse’s neck, I urged him to greater speed. These horses were built for strength and beauty. Speed was not their strong point. Still, they could run.

      Unfortunately, not forever. After several more miles, I had exhausted all my fae magic on the horses, and they had exhausted all their stamina. Covered in sweat and breathing heavily, their movements became laboured and heavy.

      Tendrils of fear traced themselves down my back, and I chanced a glance over my shoulders. The mist roiled and danced with a light wind that had come up, and in between these gusts, I could now see a tall, sleek horse carrying the dark elf.

      Thomas appeared by my side again, nipping at the gelding, urging him on. I knew my horse didn’t have much more to give. The dark elf’s slender horse was catching up on long, powerful strides.

      The closer he came, the more I felt it ~ the elf’s dark magic. It was only a fraction as strong as during the attacks of the palace, but it was the same type of magic.

      I remembered what Thomas had said about the elves using the magical elements they collected for their dark magic, and I wondered who died for this elf to be able to perform this magic on me.

      Nauseated, I clung to my horse’s thick mane, begging him for more speed. The sound of hoofbeats echoed wildly in my ears.

      The dark elf was now only a few strides behind us. When I dared to look back once more, he pierced me with a glowering look of his dark eyes. It sent a stabbing pain straight to my belly.

      I cried out and looked away. The dark magic became more intense as the elf came even closer. He was now right behind us. Thomas dropped back, snapping at the other horse’s legs.

      The dark elf lashed Thomas with his whip. I cringed at Thomas’ cry of pain.

      With another spurt of speed, the dark elf caught up with me. Thomas was on his heels, trying to stop his horse, but to no avail.

      Desperate, I turned my tired horse, veering to the left. The elf followed quickly. His hand reached out. I ducked.

      I turned again. And again. The grabbing hand so close. I turned the other way, knocking into the elf’s horse. It staggered, but so did mine.

      With despair, I felt my horse give up. It could go no longer. The big Gypsy gelding slowed, and the dark elf reached out across the distance between us. His steely hand closed around my arm like a vice.
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      I screamed at his icy grip. The dark elf sneered, baring his pointed teeth.

      My horse stumbled, and I thought he might fall. The elf pulled my arm, and I slid across the big horse’s back.

      Clinging on for dear life, I kicked out, connecting with the elf’s shin. He only snarled and yanked harder on my arm. His dark magic made me weak.

      A sound like a thunderclap reverberated across the field. I ducked my head between my shoulders, but the vice grip on my arm was suddenly gone. The acidic smell of lemons hung in the air.

      My horse stopped, head dropping to the ground, breathing heavily ~ he was done.

      Panicked, I jumped off and ran, but could not see the elf anywhere. His horse milled aimlessly with the other Gypsy not far from me, and Thomas was mid-shift a few feet away.

      I stopped, staring at the scene in confusion. My ears still rang from the thunderclap, and I tried to get my bearing. What just happened? I could feel a tingle of magic in the air.

      Just then, a dark figure materialised out of the mist, and I backed away towards my horse. My eyes searched for Thomas, but my warning shout stuck in my throat when I saw him smile and run towards the figure.

      I thought I was losing my mind.

      The figure finally came into focus, and I could see that it was a woman. It didn’t take much for me to make the connection and guess that she must be Arianna.

      Thomas ran up to her and embraced her. She returned his hug, but glowered over his shoulder, glaring at me. A shiver passed over me.

      Her dark eyes travelled over me, assessing me. Her dark hair was bound atop her head, enhancing the stern cast to her features.

      When the pair made their way towards me, all my senses warned me to run. I began to tremble slightly, and I held onto the sweaty horse for comfort.

      “Dana, she found us,” Thomas laughed. “This is Arianna. And, this is Dana,” he continued, introducing me to the tall woman clad in black.

      Arianna nodded her greeting but did not speak to me. Instead, she turned to Thomas with a hissed question. “Why did you bring a stranger to me? You know the rules.”

      Thomas did not look flustered. “These are exceptional circumstances. Trust me.”

      Arianna narrowed her eyes. “What’s with the trouble you brought to my front door? Are those ‘exceptional circumstances,’ too?”

      “Please, I can explain.” He started to look uncomfortable under her scrutinising stare.

      “Nothing should give you the right to bring a stranger onto my land without my express permission first.”

      Thomas squirmed. I wanted to leave.

      “But,” he hesitated, then found courage somewhere and looked Arianna in the eyes, “this is Dana of Silverstalk, Princess of Draeguard, and the kingdom is under attack by dark magic.”

      I thought he’d done well until I saw Arianna’s face. She’d gone red and dark at the same time. A forbidding scowl distorted her face, and her lips quivered, then drew into a thin line.

      “Arianna?” Thomas stared at her with wide eyes.

      “We need to go,” she said between clenched teeth. “I cannot hold this spell for much longer.”

      She did not wait for an answer. With a swish of her coat, she turned and walked away through the lightening mist.

      “Come,” Thomas said, before walking off to catch the other horses.

      I wasn’t sure if I was welcome, but I didn’t have any other place to go. Besides, I had come to see Arianna, whether she liked me or not.

      “The horses are spent, Thomas, they can’t carry on for much longer.”

      “We’re almost home. It’s not far from here.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Home?”

      When had Arianna’s place become ‘home?’ Why did he live here? If she could do magic, she was not a shifter, so could not be his mother.

      “Yes, now come. The spell will end soon, and the elf will be able to track us again. We need to hurry.”

      Thomas didn’t even pause in his walk and had not noticed my pause. It seemed entirely natural for him that he lived here. Why had he neglected to mention it before?

      The two Gypsies dragged their big hooves through the deep soil of the field, and I worried that once Arianna’s spell ended, the dark elf would be able to follow us anyway.

      Thomas walked ahead now and talked to Arianna, telling her how we came to be chased by the dark elf. I wanted to voice my concerns about the hoof prints, but I didn’t dare approach them because of the dark looks Arianna kept throwing me over her shoulder.

      My senses warned me again to run. This woman was more dangerous than Thomas gave her credit for. Either Thomas was as naive as I was, or he had brought me here on purpose for Arianna to deal with.

      Neither idea sat well with me. Maybe I could find answers elsewhere. If what the councillor had said was true, then my father had his secrets, too. What made me think, then, that Arianna was the best choice?

      Rising blood coloured my cheeks as my anger once more mounted. Who could I trust? Even those people I loved kept things from me and betrayed me.

      Stuck in my own head as I was, I at first didn’t notice the changes around me. When I became aware of them, it was only because of the faint tingling of magic all along my skin and the absence of the smell of lemons.

      I looked up and saw the world clad in shimmering brightness. The mist had receded, and in its stead, colourful light saturated the meadow we now crossed.

      Fae magic!

      My body drank it in, reviving itself. I could feel it coursing through my body, saturating every fibre of my being.

      Up ahead, however, Arianna suddenly collapsed. Thomas caught her and carefully sat with her on the grass with her head in his lap. He spoke to her in whispered words.

      Was the fae magic hurting her? What kind of being was she? Thomas had said she wasn’t a witch, and I now tried to think of what race would be so affected by our natural magic.

      As I drew closer, Thomas helped Arianna to her feet.

      “She let go of the concealment spell that kept us hidden from the dark elf,” he turned his head to me as he spoke, but draped Arianna’s arm over his shoulder and then slowly walked with her, “It took a lot of her strength.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I nodded.

      “We’re home now. He won’t be able to find us here. The place is protected.”

      Protected? Did Arianna put the fae magic around her home? How was that possible? She wasn’t fae.

      I had never had this many questions in my life. Something was going on here that went against everything I had learned about magic, about society, and about legendaries.

      We’d left the shimmer of the protective circle behind us now, and we crossed a lush meadow, heading towards a looming forest. A homestead stood on its edge, inviting us closer.

      A chestnut horse whinnied when we drew near and came to the edge of its fence to greet the other horses. A goat followed it, but slipped through the fence and came to investigate our horses close up.

      Although the dark pines of the forest looked intimidating, the homestead spread warmth, with its vegetable gardens, scarecrows, colourful flowers, and beautiful ornaments.

      Thomas and Arianna disappeared through a green door into the thatched, white-washed house, leaving me alone in the yard.

      It did not help my confusion that they left me alone, for this could have been my opportunity to run away. Yet, here I stood, rooted to the spot, holding onto my horse as if it were my lifeline.

      When the gelding nudged me, I realised that the other two horses had wandered off towards the paddock, where Arianna’s horse waited for them. With a shrug, I followed them.

      Everything about the homestead instilled quiet within me. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt safe.

      The gate to the paddock opened easily, and I let the horses in. They greeted the resident horse with snorts and high-pitched whinnies, but then all settled down.

      After searching for a bit, I found a brush and a rag and gave all the horses a good clean. Even the goat came for some attention.

      Once I was done, feeling wholly more at peace, I looked around the homestead. Butterflies hovered over the meadow, bees buzzed through the flower gardens, and birds nested in the fruit trees around the area.

      I realised then why I felt so at peace here. The whole place was imbued with earth magic. Fae magic. It permeated the very fabric of this place, just the way it did at home.

      Shocked, I sat down on a fallen log that had been carved to look like a bench. Lavender grew all around in, shrouding the seat in a cocoon of purple.

      It was difficult to feel anything but safe in this place, but I needed to snap out of this trance. I wasn’t safe here anymore.

      What if all of this was about me? I had magic that threatened the kingdom. They accused my father of treason because he would not give me up. Now that he sent me away, they could put him back on the throne.

      I shuddered. Maybe my father had sent me to the only place he knew that would be able to deal with my magic and also use my fae magic for their own purposes.

      If Arianna wasn’t a witch, she must surely be some powerful sorceress to be able to bind a fae and use her powers against her will. I cringed at the thought of Arianna doing that to me.

      Maybe, Thomas had planned this all along. He had probably been waiting for a sign from the palace and then lain in wait for me.

      “Ugh.” I hated the way my mind played tricks on me and made me believe everyone was out to get me.

      With a lump in my throat, I knuckled my eyes. No, I would not cry.

      “Caw.”

      I jumped, and the magpie next to me shuffled its feathers. I eyed it warily. It returned my stare.

      “What do you want?”

      “Caw.”

      I shuffled along the makeshift bench, putting some distance between the bird and me.

      “Caw.” It turned its head and looked at me with one beady black eye, hopping closer.

      “Look,” I waved my hand at the black and white bird, hoping to startle it, “I’m at the end of my tether. If you’re here to cause me harm, I will incinerate you.”

      As if to prove my words, my right hand glowed blue. The magpie tilted its head the other way and stared at it.

      “Caw.”

      “Oh, Goddess, I have to get out of here.” I rose from the bench and looked over the garden.

      The Gypsy horses were too exhausted to ride, but if I took the elf’s new horse, I could be far away from here before they even knew I was missing.

      “Bye, bird.”

      “Caw.” It spread its wings and flew straight onto my shoulder.

      “What?” I ducked, but it clung to me and…rubbed its face against mine.

      “Looks like Archimedes likes you,” Thomas said behind me, giving me a fright. “He doesn’t like anyone.”

      “Caw.”

      “Archimedes?” I held out my arm and the bird walked along it until it sat on my wrist.

      “He’s Arianna’s bird and usually stays away from people. Even me.”

      I thought I detected a hint of envy in his voice.

      “Oh.”

      “Arianna wants to speak with you inside. Come.”

      Thomas turned, and I was left to follow him ~ or, run. I hesitated. Was I over-thinking it, or was I naive to believe it could be safe? I could be walking into danger, or I could be running away from the answers I needed.

      “Are you coming?”

      I raised my wrist, and Archimedes flew off towards the house. I had to try; I just had to be careful.

      Soft light lit the interior of the house as we stepped through the green door into an enormous kitchen that adjoined an equally large dining room. The rest of the house hid behind closed doors.

      Arianna sat at the central kitchen table, sipping tea. I could see the concealment spell had drained her, and I felt a little safer knowing she wasn’t at her full strength.

      “Tea?” Thomas asked, and then went to pour me some when I nodded. I didn’t fail to notice the pensiveness in his eyes.

      “Sit, girl.” Arianna motioned to one of the chairs.

      Reluctantly, I took a seat opposite her. It was the first time I had an opportunity to really look at her, and I noticed how pretty she was. She couldn’t have been more than twice my age, even though I had thought her to be much older.

      Arianna’s tied up hair looked dark, but with the light coming in through the window I thought I saw some red highlights in it. I would have given anything to have smooth, pale skin like hers.

      “Dana,” Arianna’s voice was different now. Softer, friendlier, but also tinged with sadness, which worried me. “Thomas has told me about your troubles. I am very sorry to hear about your father and the attacks on your kingdom.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If you are attacked by dark magic, then it’s the elves you need to turn to,” Arianna continued. “They have been rising these past years, inciting hatred between the legendaries. You should take this information back to your father so that he can act appropriately on it.”

      “Do you know what they want?”

      Arianna’s eyes saddened. “It is not a question for me to answer, child. You can stay here for the night; you will be safe. In the morning, you need to leave and take the news to your father so that he can act swiftly. Thomas will accompany you to give you what protection he can.”

      I found myself nodding, but then realised that it answered none of my questions. What about my magic?

      “I will do as you suggest,” I finally managed to say, “but I was hoping you could help me with another matter.”

      Arianna pushed her empty cup towards the middle of the table. When she looked up and into my eyes, I thought my heart would break with the sadness that clouded hers.

      “No, Dana, I cannot help you any further than what I have helped you with already. Your very being here has already endangered your life, my life, and Thomas’ life. I will not risk any more.”

      “But…”

      “There is no ‘but.’ I cannot help you. Forces beyond your understanding have moved into play, and we cannot interfere with them any more than we already have. You need to leave and never come back.”
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      Of all the things I’d worried about, rejection had not been one of them. It hurt the most.

      It also confused me the most. Arianna had no interest in my magic, after all. All she wanted was to get rid of me as soon as possible. She’d given her bit of advice, and that was that.

      Why had Thomas brought me here? What had made him think Arianna would help me? I guessed he thought she had the knowledge, but maybe she was scared, too.

      Being sent away also meant I would not learn the truth about my mysterious blue magic. I would not be able to find out what it was or how to control it. But, if Arianna was not evil as I imagined her to be, then my father might not be the traitor I thought him to be, either.

      Subdued, I followed Thomas down a corridor to a pretty little room where he said I could spend the night. A single bed with printed linen stood to one side, and the bedside table held a vase with fresh flowers.

      “The bathroom is down the hall. There is shampoo and whatever you need.”

      “Thanks, Thomas.”

      He closed the door behind himself, leaving me by myself for the first time in days. I took a look in the mirror on the wall and immediately regretted it. I needed a bath ~ desperately.

      A knock on the door startled me. “Come in.”

      I expected Thomas, but then Arianna stepped through the door.

      “There is a dress in the closet for you.” She indicated the wooden wardrobe along the wall. “You can wash your clothes in your bath when you’re done and hang them on the line outside to dry overnight.” A semblance of a smile appeared on her stern face.

      As unexpected as her statement was, I still managed a quick ‘thank you’ before she shut the door again.

      The dress hung in the cupboard as she had said it would. Pretty, with a narrow waist, a full, long skirt, and of a deep green colour.

      I took the dress and my entire backpack through to the bathroom. The water ran wonderfully hot, and Arianna had a selection of soaps and bath salts that not only washed away my grime but also soothed away my aches.

      My clothes, balled up within my backpack for so long and after the dunking they received, smelled horrid. The ones I had been wearing smelled even worse. I dumped the lot into the bath.

      When I was younger I had been taught to do menial chores ~ so I would know how they were done ~ and I was glad for it now. I stomped around the bath, kneading the clothes with my feet until I deemed them clean enough. Then I rinsed and wrung them.

      The dress fit well enough, and I rubbed my hair as dry as I could with a towel, then put my red curls up with my clip. After hiding my backpack ~ which still contained the purple book ~ under the bed, I went back to the kitchen, carrying my wet clothes.

      “Here, let me help.” Thomas rushed over to take the clothes from me. “You look pretty, Freckles. I think you have even more freckles today than you had before.”

      Cursing my blushing cheeks, I led the way out of the kitchen, but not just to avoid Thomas’ compliments. The look on Arianna’s face at seeing me in her dress gave me strange shivers. Maybe, she didn’t like Thomas giving me compliments.

      I didn’t have a lot of clothes, and we hung them up quickly. While I went back inside, Thomas went around the back of the house to feed the horses.

      The more thought I gave it, the more convinced I was that Thomas and Arianna were lovers. The tenderness between them was unmistakable, and the look she gave me in the kitchen at Thomas’ compliment was anything but friendly.

      The kitchen was empty when I entered, so I looked around. Interesting would not have been the word I would have used to describe this place ~ it was so much more than that.

      Fresh and dried herbs hung from the ceiling rafters. Medicinal plants and flowers stood in pots on all the windowsills. Crystals, ornaments, and books graced every conceivable surface.

      I gravitated towards the bookshelves in the dining room. Along the way, I noticed that the crystals and ornaments varied between fae, witch, and other races.

      It left me wondering, again, what Arianna was. She certainly had powers, but where did she get them from?

      The bookshelves held books on natural remedies, horticulture, wiccan magic, horsemanship, elven runes, fae folklore, and so much more.

      As I was taking a closer look, I noticed other books, too, that delved deeper into the dark side of the magical world. Books that would have been outlawed in Draeguard.

      I ran my finger down the spine of a book that looked vaguely familiar. The pale purple volume’s gold writing was too worn from use to read. Then it hit me ~ it was the same book as I carried in my backpack.

      The door slammed shut to my left, and Thomas walked into the kitchen. I jumped, hiding my hand behind my back as if I had touched something forbidden.

      “What did I tell you about slamming doors,” Arianna chided.

      I bumped into the bookshelf. How had I not known Arianna was standing there? How long had she been watching me? The blush crept up my face telling everyone of my embarrassment.

      While Thomas apologised for slamming the door, I took a seat at the table in the corner of the dining room. Arianna went to the other side of the kitchen, while Thomas disappeared through a door into the corridor.

      I watched Arianna as she prepared some food. She didn’t mention anything while she was busy, but I wondered what she thought about my snooping.

      Thomas came back smelling of soap. He fetched some plates and then carried the food Arianna had prepared to the table. I hated to admit it, but the all-vegetable dish was one of the most delicious things I had ever eaten.

      “Tell me, Dana,” Arianna asked after dinner, “are you interested in books?”

      I looked up pensively. Why did she ask? Did she see me touch the purple book? Was she upset about it?

      “Yes,” I answered hesitantly, “I love reading.”

      “So do I.” She smiled at me over her plate. A proper smile. She was beautiful. “What is your favourite subject at school? Do you still go to school?”

      She took me aback with her questions; so very different from her behaviour from earlier. “I have private tutors at the palace.” I cringed at how pompous that sounded. “My favourite subject is astronomy.”

      “I love the stars,” Arianna gushed. “Did you know that this year is the year we have a rare planetary alignment? It only happens every ninety-eight years.”

      “The Moonclaven. I know of it.”

      Arianna’s eyes beamed with approval. I couldn’t figure her out. One moment she wanted me out of her home, the next she shot me glaring glances, then we’re making small talk about astronomy.

      I decided to use the moment and push my luck. If she was in a good mood, maybe she felt inclined to talk to me about magic, too.

      “My next favourite subject is biomagic.”

      Arianna laughed. “Gosh, do they still use that term?”

      “How else do you combine biology and magic?”

      Thomas just stared at us.

      “I love studying fae magic. Can you tell me how you shielded us from that dark elf? I have never seen anything like it.”

      A slight frown appeared on Arianna’s forehead, but she answered.

      “It’s easy magic. A simple concealment spell, nothing special. But because I had to hide three people and three horses, it took a lot more strength than I anticipated. We were lucky I could hold it for as long as I did.”

      “Thank you,” I told her earnestly, before pushing my luck further. “I can only do fae magic, you know, earth magic. But lately, as Thomas told you, I’ve been having this problem with this other magic that keeps bothering me. Do you know anything about it?”

      Arianna shook her head and sighed. “It is getting late. We’ve already sat up for longer than we should have. You two need to get an early start tomorrow.” She rose from her chair, sadness in her eyes. “Good night.”

      Thomas glared at me as I watched Arianna walk away. I needed answers, and she was my only hope.

      “Why did you do that?” he hissed under his breath. “Arianna already told you she couldn’t help you with that.”

      “I had to try, Thomas. You don’t know what it’s like walking around with this curse. I just want to be rid of it. Or, the very least, know how to control it. Is that too much to ask?”

      “Curse?” I could not interpret the look on his face, but his eyes scrunched up, and his mouth pulled skew. What was he thinking? “You have a bizarre viewpoint on magic.”

      “It’s not my magic. Not fae,” I replied stubbornly.

      “So, you think other magic is bad, then?” Thomas’ voice rose in pitch.

      “I didn’t say that.” I lowered my tone placatingly.

      His defensiveness about other magic got me thinking again. It appeared as if Arianna could perform a variety of magic, for I had already seen fae magic and witch magic at work around the homestead.

      I had no idea what kind of magic she used to conjure the concealment spell. She’d said it was a simple spell, but I didn’t believe that for a moment.

      “I would like to find out about other magic,” I continued. “You never mentioned what race Arianna belongs to and what kind of magic she has. I’d love to know.” I tried to sound innocent and interested, but I knew I had failed when I saw his face.

      “It is not my place to tell.” He clammed up completely.

      “Alright,” at least I had tried, “could you then maybe speak to her again about helping me? Maybe she will change her mind.”

      I knew I had gone too far when he slammed his hand on the table and leaned forward to stare at me.

      “We have done everything we can to help you. I am leaving my home to see you safely to yours. What more do you want?”

      “I’m sorry.” I meant it. I did have a conscience.

      It dawned on me then that I expected two complete strangers to put their lives on the line for a girl they didn’t even know. Even if they thought of me like a princess, I wasn’t their princess. They weren’t fae.

      Thomas and Arianna had nothing to do with the troubles that had befallen Draeguard, and I had no right to destroy their world because mine was falling apart.

      “When I left the palace, I was a wanted person,” I said quietly, staring at my hands. “The palace guards had orders to capture me and bring me in. The councillors wanted me locked up with my father.”

      Thomas retook his seat opposite me, listening.

      “I cannot simply go back and tell them that I think it’s the dark elves that are attacking the palace. I appreciate your offer to help, but if I go home, I do so as a fugitive. They will arrest you, too, if they catch you with me.”

      “That complicates matters,” Thomas said seriously.

      “It doesn’t have to, Thomas. I have asked enough of you already. In the morning, I will take my things and leave. I will be a bother no longer.”

      “That is not an option.” Thomas sat up straighter, and I could see the determination in his eyes. “We decided that I would see you home safely, so that is what I am going to do. You will never make it back by yourself.”

      That stung. How did he dare assume I was helpless without him?

      “I am quite capable, Thomas. I’m not the damsel that you think I am. Besides, the way I remember it, it was me that saved you from that dark elf down by the river.”

      “Yeah? My path would not even have crossed his had I not gone looking for you after you ran the wrong way. I searched for you everywhere.”

      “The wrong way?” Had he expected me to follow him? “If you remember, we were arguing at that point. What made you think I would follow you?”

      He stared at me.

      My pulse raced, as it always did when we argued. Could the shifter not understand my reasoning?

      “Whether you accompany me or not, it makes no difference, so I might as well leave alone. That way, I do not interrupt your family life here.”

      “Stop being such a stubborn redhead.” He threw his hands in the air. I gaped at him. “I know the route, there are people that will help us along the way, and now that we know the elf is out there, we can take appropriate measures. We leave together in the morning.”

      “Why are you doing this, Thomas?”

      I didn’t want to go alone, not if I was honest with myself. Still, it left me to question Thomas’ motives. I’d given him the option of staying here, of staying out of my affairs, yet he refused. Why?

      “Arianna asked me to keep you safe.” A strange look crossed his face. I’d have to get better at reading him. “It’s also the right thing to do.”

      Another question I had asked myself surfaced again. What was their relationship?

      “You would go just because Arianna asked you to? She must mean a lot to you.”

      He nodded. My stomach roiled.

      “So,” I began, unsure of how to approach the subject, “are you just together, or are you married? Or isn’t it called a shifter-mate with your people?”

      Thomas went very still. An icy chill crept down my back and colour rushed to my cheeks instantly.

      “Mate?” he hissed. “What do you think we are? I have just turned eighteen. Arianna is thirty-six. I cannot believe your mind went there. What on Earth made you even think that?”

      My mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.

      “I will make sure you get home, but after that, I will be glad never to see you again. You question everything and then draw the wrong conclusion. Until you learn to trust people, no-one is going to trust you.”

      “Thomas, I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head, disappointment written all over his face. “Good night, Dana. Make sure you are ready to leave early tomorrow.”

      Thomas left the table but turned back to me one more time before he walked through the door to the corridor.

      “Just so you know, Arianna is my mother.”
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      Before I could reply, Thomas disappeared through the door, leaving me to stare after him.

      His mother? Thomas had said I questioned everything, but how could I not when things like this kept being flung at me? Inbreeding was illegal!

      If Arianna was fae, I thought I’d know, but she lacked the faint sheen of the skin that all fae had.

      If only I could maybe see her ears ~ the shape of them. She always kept her hair in such a way that it hid her ears, even when it was tied up. Or, she covered her head with a hood.

      Thomas had said she wasn’t a witch. Yet, the magic, and the books, and everything around the homestead clearly pointed to her being one.

      Shifters couldn’t do magic. They were non-magical legendaries, which was why the majority of shifters lived in the human world.

      Then, what was Arianna that she could do magic and give birth to a shifter?

      I knew of no magical shifter race, and it frightened me. The word ‘werewolf’ floated up in my head, but that was just a stupid human horror story. Or was it?

      Maybe the best course of action would be to leave right away. Determined, I got up and went to my room to get my things.

      Everything I knew about the outside world had been wrong. Everything I had been taught was flawed, and I was stuck here with no idea how the world worked.

      I resisted the urge to slam the door. The dark room calmed me, and I sat on the bed. The linen smelled faintly of lavender, and the flowers on the bedside table exuded a sweet perfume.

      It was late, dark, and my clothes on the line were still wet. I was exhausted from the days on the road, and I could do with a good night’s sleep. The bed looked so inviting with its floral print.

      Frowning, I took off my shoes. Why had I been so upset? I could not remember. The bed called to me. Climbing beneath the blanket, I rested my head on the pillow.

      The smell of lavender smoothed out the frown on my forehead and calm spread through my body. Yes, sleep; that was all I needed now.
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      I woke up blinking in the early morning rays that filtered through the curtains. It took me a moment to recall the events from the night before, but once I did, I was wide awake.

      When I threw my legs out of bed, I noticed a fresh cup of tea on the bedside table, and my dry clothes neatly folded on the chair alongside it.

      A moment of panic rushed through me as I realised someone had been in my room while I was asleep, and I quickly dived beneath the bed to check the rucksack. It was undisturbed.

      I darted to the bathroom, then changed, and then packed my bag in record time. There was no point in staying here any longer than I had to. My strange calm from last night had evaporated.

      Thomas sat at the kitchen table, eating breakfast. His packed bag rested against the wall next to the front door.

      He indicated a plate with bread, goat’s cheese, and fruit as meant for me. I sat down in silence and ate my food. The stillness hung awkwardly between us ~ solid, tangible ~ but we both kept our heads down and ate our food, ignoring each other.

      We packed the dishes away and turned to get our bags when Arianna entered through the green front door. I mumbled an embarrassed ‘good morning.’ I guessed it was her who had brought my tea and clothes to my room.

      “Dana, I made this for you.”

      Arianna took my left hand and brought it towards her.

      “It’s braided from horsehair, iris, honeysuckle, and wisteria. It’s a protection charm.” She tied it around my wrist. “Never take it off. It will not lose its effectiveness while you’re alive.”

      “Thank you.” I thought it strange to wear a bracelet made from horsehair, but the gesture touched me. Besides, it was pretty. My smile reached my eyes when I looked at Arianna.

      “Before you go,” she continued, “you have to promise me something.”

      My heart dropped. Did she gift me the bracelet so I would agree to this demand?

      “Dana of Silverstalk,” Arianna use my full name, and it sounded strange to hear it from her lips, “you may never tell anyone you saw me, nor may you ever tell anyone of this place. Will you swear it?”

      “I swear it,” my mouth agreed before my brain could process the request.

      “Thank you, please travel safely and with my blessing.”

      Arianna wore a cloak this morning, and as she turned now, her face hidden in the shadow of its hood. I thought I saw a glint in her eyes, but I could have been mistaken.

      One moment I was scared of Arianna, the next I wanted to hug her. I just couldn’t understand why my father had sent me here. It had achieved nothing. Maybe, Arianna was not the woman he thought she was.

      Thomas led the way out of the house, shouldering his pack as he went. When we got to the stable, I saw that he had already saddled the horses, and each carried a bedroll and provisions.

      “We’re not taking the Gypsies?”

      “Arianna has a use for them here. They are good workhorses.” He patted the piebald Gypsy on the nose as we passed. “My gelding is faster, and we’ve seen how fleet the elf’s mare is; you can ride her. We’ll make better time.”

      I was sad to part with the heavy draught horses, but I saw the logic behind Thomas’ reasoning. Coming up to the dark elf’s mare’s stable, I took a good look at her.

      She looked like she could be a Thoroughbred; she was certainly tall enough. The mare had a dark brown coat and honest eyes. I thought we’d probably get along.

      Within five minutes of riding her, I knew I had been right. The mare had a feisty spirit, but a gentle mouth. I couldn’t believe an animal like this ever belonged to a man like the dark elf.

      Thomas and I didn’t talk. After telling me about the horses, he hadn’t said another word. I concentrated on my new horse, but I disliked this new dynamic between Thomas and me.

      It got me to thinking about why I didn’t just leave last night like I had wanted to. I’d made up my mind. Why hadn’t I left?

      Thoughts of flowers and soft sheets drifted to the surface of my mind. With a bitter taste in my mouth, I realised that Arianna must have enchanted me to stay.

      Why? If I had left, they would not have had to worry about me again. So why make me stay? It made no sense. They could have been rid of me. Then, another thought crossed my mind ~ one that sent a shiver along my back.

      What if my blue magic was dangerous, and Arianna put the sleeping charm on me so they would be safe during the night? Had Thomas told her about what happened in the forest?

      Maybe Arianna knew more about this magic than she said she did. Perhaps she was afraid of it. Could I be the reason for the attacks after all? What if it was this blue magic that the elves were after?

      The sensitive mare pranced beneath me, picking up on my changed mood. Thomas glanced in my direction but kept his comment to himself.

      Taking deep breaths, I tried to calm myself. I’d come here to find answers, but I was leaving with more questions. This trip had been entirely worthless. My father would be disappointed.

      How could I help him now? Who could I tell about the elves? Who would believe me? I would need to prove it, too.

      I could speak to Alyssa’s father. He was a professor at the palace and well respected. Maybe someone would listen to him.

      Despondent, I followed Thomas along the roads he chose. I didn’t even know where he planned to go. It didn’t matter. I’d failed, anyway.

      I cursed my brain for over-thinking everything.

      “There are tracks.”

      The sound of Thomas’ voice startled me out of my reverie. “What kind of tracks?”

      He got off his chestnut gelding and knelt on the ground, touching the deep indentations in the narrow path we were on.

      I looked around and found myself staring at a dark and unwelcoming forest all around me. The narrow, rutted road had standing puddles, which was probably why Thomas and I were riding on the verge.

      “Where are we?”

      “Not far from Silverlakes. No-one ever comes this way anymore, which is why I chose it. It’s the old road. Come, I don’t like the look of these tracks.”

      Thomas mounted his horse, and we continued riding along the road, but I paid attention now. I noticed how aware Thomas was of everything around us. He listened to every sound, looked at every movement, and I suddenly felt safer.

      “Who do you think it was?” I asked at a place that allowed our horses to walk side by side.

      “Shh, keep your voice down. Sound travels in this forest.”

      I looked around, worried.

      “I may be wrong, but if I am right, then it means trouble.”

      The horses fell into single file again, and I followed with trepidation. Could it be the dark elf? What else could have Thomas so worried?

      A slight breeze came up, blowing eerily through the trees. I drew my green hood closer around my body.

      “Stop,” Thomas whispered. “Do you hear that?”

      I strained my ears, but could only hear the wind. I shook my head.

      “There are voices ahead. Follow me.”

      Thomas moved his horse off the path and into the trees. The branches snatched at us, hooking on our bags, our clothes, and even the horses’ manes. I didn’t think it wanted us to pass.

      We eventually got off our horses and walked on foot, leaving the horses tied to a tree. Thomas tread carefully, and I made sure to follow where he walked. It didn’t take us long to find the source of the voices.

      “I was right,” Thomas’ voice dripped with bitterness.

      “Those are goblins,” I gasped.

      “Yes. Do you see what cargo they have in that wagon?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “That’s steel from the human world. I wonder where they are taking it to.”

      Goblins out of their burrows during the day. Steel from the human world in the magical realm. Dark elves attacking the fae kingdom with dark magic. What was going on?

      “I’m scared, Thomas. Can we leave?”

      He cast me a quick glance, but I looked away before he could read my face. I didn’t need him to know what I was thinking. This one was private.

      “Yes, Silverlakes isn’t much further. Let’s get the horses.”

      We didn’t stop again until we reached a small homestead on the outskirts of Silverlakes. The owner saw us coming, but Thomas waved at him, and the man ran to open the barn.

      I put my mare into a free stall and took off her saddle. Everything smelled of fresh hay and horse feed. When I came out of the stable, the burly shifter farmer glowered at me.

      “Henry,” Thomas stepped between us, “she’s a friend. You can trust her.”

      “You brought a fae under my roof?” Henry burst out.

      “I know what it looks like, but she needs our help. If you want to worry about something, worry about the horde of goblins passing along the old road transporting steel from the human world.”

      That did it. Henry blinked and looked from Thomas to me and back again. “Curse it.” He spat into the straw. “Who told you?”

      “We saw them on our way here. It’s a big wagon. Five tons, at least. Thirty goblins.”

      “Thirty-two,” I cut in.

      The men looked at me. I shrugged.

      “Alright,” Henry conceded, “the fae can stay.” He walked over to a hay bale and sat down. “This is the fourth load the goblins have brought through here,” the farmer explained. “At least that we know of.”

      Now it was our turn to stare.

      “You were lucky to get away unseen. They have scouts all around the wagon, up to a mile in front and behind. Two of our hunters have already died because they got too close.”

      I played with the bracelet on my wrist.

      “We’ve learned not to bother them,” Henry continued. “They bring all manner of human goods through here. We don’t interfere.”

      “Have you reported it?” Thomas asked.

      “To whom?” Henry laughed. “The mayor? The king? Neither would do anything about it. No, we just keep our noses out of it, and we all stay alive. You kids should do the same.”

      I did not agree with him, but, right now, I didn’t know who to report it to, either. Henry wished us a good night and left.

      Seeing the goblins had stirred emotions within me that I usually kept well hidden. It was the second time this week, now. Drained from the experience, I retreated to the corner of the barn where we were to sleep.

      Thomas joined me. “I wonder what they are doing with all the human goods.”

      I didn’t feel like talking and didn’t answer.

      “When was the last time you were in the human world?” he asked, sitting down opposite me so that I couldn’t avoid his questions.

      “I’ve never been.”

      Thomas looked shocked. “Never? Why not?”

      “It’s not a place I want to go.”

      “Oh.”

      “I know how to bend the fabric between worlds. It was something that was taught to me the moment my magic developed, but I’ve never wanted to go.”

      “Why not?”

      Looking down at my hands, I hesitated. This was not a subject I liked to discuss, especially not today. Especially not after seeing the goblins.

      “Freckles, are you alright?”

      I looked up. He hadn’t called me that since before our fight. His eyes overflowed with concern, and he reached out to take my hand. I wanted to pull my hand back, but the contact was comforting.

      “I had a cousin, once,” I told him. “Kenya was four years older than me, and I idolised her. She was my father’s sister’s daughter, so we were very close.”

      Thomas stroked my hand but didn’t say anything.

      “When I was ten, Kenya went on a class trip to the human world. She was there for only a few days, but I missed her so much. They arrived back here during the evening of the fourth day, but they never made it home.”

      “What happened?”

      The words stuck in my throat, and I swallowed forcefully before I continued. “It’s the reason why I hate goblins. Why I hate shifters.”

      My pleading eyes searched his. He squeezed my hand.

      “Their convoy was attacked. Two teachers and twelve kids. Slaughtered. Eaten. Only one teacher survived, who managed to bring us the news. The man later died of his injuries.” I sobbed.

      Thomas’ thumb stopped stroking the back of my hand. His hand went rigid.

      “Who attacked them?” he asked. “Goblins and shifters?”

      I nodded.

      “Are you talking about the Red River Incident?”

      I looked up at him. “Yes, do you know about it?”

      “Your cousin died in the Red River Incident?” Thomas let go of my hand.

      A shadow settled over me, and a heavy knot formed in the pit of my stomach. Something wasn’t right.

      “Thomas, what’s going on? What do you know about the Red River Incident?”

      He’d gone pale. “Dana, I was there. I was there the night your cousin died.”
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      A boulder the size of the palace settled into the pit of my stomach. My head spun, and I felt myself moving backwards.

      Thomas had been there the night my cousin died. He had been at the Red River. Visions of shifters, and goblins, and blood all flashed before my eyes.

      “Dana, wait.” The words drifted passed me as if they weren’t meant for me.

      My world turned upside down as I struggled to comprehend what Thomas had just confessed to. He ~ the wolf shifter that had been helping me for days ~ had killed my cousin!

      Kenya’s face swam before me, covered in blood, her mouth open, screaming for help. I imagined her crawling through the mud of the riverbank, her dress torn, wolves snapping at her legs.

      It took me a moment to realise that the erratic movement of my chest was a result of the heartbreaking sobs coming out of my mouth. Tears streamed freely down my face, and for once, I did not try to stop them.

      Years of hurt, guilt, loneliness, and anger bubbled to the surface all at once, and I had no control over it.

      I could not see him; Thomas was nothing more than a washed-out figure through the wet sheet of my tears, but I directed it all at him. All this pent-up rage. This hate I didn’t even know I had inside of me until now.

      “Get away from me. Get away.”

      “Please, let me explain.”

      “You killed her, oh Goddess; you killed her.”

      “Dana, I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” I flew at him. Raked him through the face with my fingers. He stumbled back. I kneed him. Elbowed him. Bit him. Rage. Pain. Tears. A last kick while he was down.

      I didn’t look if he got up. The frightened horses shied away from me when I entered the stall, but the mare calmed down quickly when I saddled her.

      Without a backward glance, I galloped out of the barn into the darkness. I’d be better off alone.

      I found the road into town easily enough with the bright moon hanging high in the dark sky. Silverlakes slept quietly with only a few windows still lit.

      I didn’t linger in the town but galloped straight through it in case Thomas got the notion to follow me. Our paths should never again meet.

      With only one hand on the reins and the other arm wrapped around the hole in my chest, I had to trust the mare to find her footing on the dirt road. Ragged sobs still burst from my throat at random.

      I don’t know for how long we maintained the headlong gallop, but eventually, the mare slowed. Blowing like a steam engine, she settled into a steady walk and would not be persuaded to anything faster.

      It made me realise that I was shaking. The wild gallop had taken it out of me, too, and the crying had left a dark void inside of me.

      After a while, the mare and I both regained some composure. At first, I thought this was a good thing until I became aware of our surroundings. To our left and right spread fields of crops, but beyond those crowded the dark shadows of the surrounding forests.

      Clouds sailed across the sky, obscuring the stars and soon, the moon.

      Tiny fingers of fear traced their way along my spine, and for a moment, I considered going back to Silverlakes, but I had come too far. Looking ahead, I thought I saw a building and hoped it to be one of the first of Oaktown.

      The closer I came to what I thought was a building, the more I saw what lay beyond ~ a black wall of a dark forest.

      It rose tall and forbidding into the sky, and stretched endlessly to the left and right. I thought the road would surely come to an end at such a formidable barrier when I discovered the truth about the building.

      A tall stone bridge spanned a wide river, guiding the road over it. From there, the road ran straight on into the darkness of the forest.

      Sensing my fear, the mare hesitated, and then stopped, snorting at the dark shape of the bridge ahead.

      “Good girl,” I soothed her, patting her neck.

      The mare shook her elegant head and side-stepped. I couldn’t blame her, for the sight before us terrified me, too. I wanted nothing more than to turn around and gallop the other way.

      “What do we do now?” I whispered. She blew loudly through her nostrils as if in answer.

      I didn’t want to go backwards. I wanted to go home. Too many things had already happened in the short time I had been away. It was time to return.

      With my heart galloping untethered in my chest, I climbed out of the saddle. Leading the mare by the reins, I walked towards the bridge.

      The horse baulked at the sight of the stone structure and the blackness beyond. Her eyes rolled wildly in her head; the whites an eerie sight in the darkness.

      “Shh, girl. Alright. You’ll be alright,” I soothed her.

      Determined, I coaxed her on. Not for a million moonstones would I go into that forest tonight, but I wasn’t going back, either. If I knew anything about bridges, there’d be a space underneath them ~ I had to try.

      The mare’s snorting and prancing had me on edge by the time we reached the faint shadow the moon cast of the bridge. I patted her sweaty neck. We’d made it this far.

      A steep but short embankment led down to a broad shoreline; the river glistened like an oiled snake in the dark.

      We stumbled down the slope, and I almost lost my hold on the reins. Panicked, I gripped tight. The mare dragged me for a few steps before she came to a halt, angrily shaking her head.

      With wobbly legs, I led her forwards. The grass of the shoreline gave way to sand as we stepped underneath the bridge. The moonlight barely penetrated this far, and both of us hesitated.

      When nothing jumped out at us, and I heard no sounds coming from below the bridge, I led the mare further in. It was a better place to spend the night than the forest, anyway.

      “I’m sorry, girl, you’ll have to sleep with your saddle on. I can’t risk taking it off. I promise to make it up to you once you live at the palace.” I kept talking to her, probably to keep myself calm more so than her. “You’ll need a name, too.”

      Her head leaned against my chest while I stroked her neck when she suddenly jerked up, eyes wide, and blowing hard through her nostrils.

      My heart nearly jumped out of my chest, and I scrambled to grab her reins properly.

      “What? What do you hear?” I whispered, listening hard.

      I heard it soon after ~ hoof beats. In the dark, the rider would probably not see my mare’s hoof prints and pay us no heed hiding under the bridge, but I still held my breath as he neared.

      The mare’s shrill whinny broke the silence of the night, and I cringed inwardly as the other horse answered. Now, we would have to run.

      It would be too much to hope that whoever it was meant me no harm, but I wasn’t going to take that chance. I strapped on my rucksack and got ready to get into the saddle.

      “Dana,” a familiar voice called down from the road. “Freckles, are you down there?”

      Thomas? No wonder the mare had called out. She’d recognised Thomas’ horse. How dare he call me Freckles after what he did?

      I backed further into the darkness of the bridge. If the mare remained quiet, maybe he wouldn’t know where to look.

      “Dana, I know you’re down there. I’m not here to hurt you.”

      I could hear noises coming from the top of the embankment. The mare pulled on her reins, looking for the other horse. I needed to find a way out.

      “Please, just listen,” his voice sounded closer now. “I was twelve that year of the Red River Incident. Born an outcast, the packs tormented me.”

      My back hit something solid. I’d hit a wall. The mare shuffled restlessly, pulling to go back towards the open end of the bridge. We were trapped.

      “I wandered away from home, and this pack picked me up. They put me in a cage, prodded me with sticks to see if I could shift. When I did, they pissed on me.”

      With nowhere to go, I listened to his words. They made no sense in the beginning, but as he spoke, I began to shudder.

      “They drank all afternoon down by the river, partied with a bunch of goblins,” Thomas’ voice softened, and I had to strain my ears. “By nightfall, they settled around camp, subdued by the alcohol. Only when the carriage showed up that carried the girls and their teachers, did the pack rouse themselves.”

      Noises carried down to my ears, and the mare whinnied softly. A hoof struck a stone, and when next Thomas spoke, it sounded much closer.

      “The goblins spread out. Brought the carriage to a halt. They killed the driver first. Then, they pulled out the teachers and the girls. Some of the shifters joined in, tormenting, but the goblins did the killing. So much screaming,” his voice cracked, “so much blood.”

      I closed my eyes, wishing I could close my ears, too.

      “I saw it all, and I could do nothing about it. They killed them. Killed them all, and then complained that there was nothing in the carriage but girls’ dresses and combs.”

      Thomas sobbed, and the tears fell from my own face.

      “I know my nightmares are nothing compared to the loss you must feel, but please, know that I had nothing to do with your cousin’s murder. Please, Dana.”

      I let go of the mare’s reins, and I ran. In the darkness, only the sound of his voice guided me, but it guided me straight. I clung to Thomas in the dark under the bridge, and for the first time since my cousin’s death, I let it all out.

      Thomas and I cried together in the darkness along the river.
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      “I’m sorry I accused you,” I mumbled a second time this morning.

      “Hey, Freckles, look at me.” The amber eyes held mine. “I would probably have acted the same way. There’s no need to apologise. I am glad you know the truth, now.”

      “Thank you, Thomas.”

      “Come, let’s get going. I want to be on the road before sunrise. We want to avoid other travellers as much as possible.”

      We left the safety of the bridge and then rode across it. In the half-light of the morning, the forest did not look any friendlier. I doubted that when the sun did rise, the forest would see any light at all.

      “What is this forest? It is creepy.”

      “Raven Hall, but it’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s one of the oldest forests in Wiltera.”

      “This is Raven Hall? I learned about it in geography.” I hated how stupid that sounded. The spoiled princess: the only thing she knew was from books. “We’re not going anywhere near the elves, are we?”

      Thomas laughed. “No, they don’t stay in this part. It will take us about three hours to get to Oaktown from here. This road cuts straight through to the town. We won’t be in the forest for long.”

      Three hours. A cold shadow passed over me. It was three hours too long in my reckoning.

      The sun rose as we rode along the well-used path, and the forest proved me wrong by allowing rays of sunlight to filter through to the ground.

      It didn’t do anything for the creepy feeling the forest gave me, and within an hour, I pointed ahead. “What’s that?”

      We brought our horses to a halt, and Thomas stared at the hut-sized mess of ivy almost obscuring the entire path.

      “I’ve never seen ivy grow like this,” he observed.

      “Because it doesn’t,” I replied. “Let’s just go. This doesn’t feel right.”

      “The horses won’t be able to squeeze past there.”

      The ivy anchored to the trees on the left side of the path and then grew to form a cocoon-like bubble, which obstructed most of the way. The ivy also reached out a few tendrils across the path to anchor to the trees on the right.

      Plants I could deal with. Fae magic specialised in plants. I only hoped that the bad feeling I had did not extend to the contents of the cocoon.

      I threw my reins to Thomas and then cast out my hands towards the ivy. This power ~ the earthmagic ~ came naturally to me, and it now coursed through my body,  flowing from my hands with a white glow.

      It barely took any of my energy and the ivy began to retreat. The tendrils coiled in upon themselves, slithered back, or simply dropped to the ground. Soon, enough of the path was clear for us to pass.

      “Look.” At the sound of Thomas’ voice, my magic ceased.

      Aghast, I looked where he pointed. Three pale, and obviously dead, bodies rested at odd angles within the tangled mess of ivy in the centre of the path.

      “You were right,” Thomas sighed, “we should have left well enough alone.”

      I shrieked and sprang back. The horses threw their heads at my reaction. With my hands pressed to my knees, I gagged.

      “I am cursed,” I huffed when I caught my breath.

      Thomas frowned at me. “What?”

      “Have you ever met anyone who has as much bad luck as me?” I demanded. “I just want to get home. Is that too much to ask?”

      He managed to crack a smile. “I will get you home, don’t worry. Let’s leave these three be. They don’t need us anymore.”

      We guided the horses past the flowery tomb, and I tried not to think of what happened to these men. They looked like fae, common fae. What did they do to deserve such a fate?

      The magic could have been woven by either fae, witches, or elves ~ which made for a rather large suspect pool. If I had to gamble, however, my bet would have been on that dark elf.

      After a short while, we took a fork to the left, following a wooden sign that told us Oaktown was only four miles away. I was beginning to feel hopeful when Thomas held up a warning hand.

      I could not pick up what his wolf-senses had clearly heard or smelled, but I knew by now to trust him in these matters. He now slowly veered off the path and rode into the thick of the trees, indicating for me to follow him.

      Low-hanging branches and thick underbrush made it nearly impossible to ride off the path, but we didn’t need to go far. Thomas turned the horses so they faced the trail, even though we could no longer see it.

      “Be very still,” he whispered to me.

      I didn’t dare make a sound, even though I wanted to ask what was out there. The horses flared their nostrils, also aware of the danger, but they kept quiet.

      Then, a sound travelled to my ears. At first, I struggled to identify it, but then I knew it to be the same sound the goblin wagon had made that carried the human goods.

      I could soon hear their voices, too, with their distinct guttural accents.

      We stood still, silent, hardly daring to breathe. Even the horses stood, for once, without a sound. My heart beat frantically, and I tried to slow it.

      “Fae!” the shout echoed through the forest. “Fae in them trees!”
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      “Ride,” Thomas commanded and put his heels to his horse.

      We crashed through the thicket without paying heed to the branches scratching our faces or tearing our clothes.

      “Them’s more in ‘em bushes,” a yell went up from behind in the goblin’s thick accent.

      An arrow flew and lodged itself into a tree to my right.

      I ducked my head lower over the mare’s neck and cursed our luck.

      More in the bushes? It sounded like it hadn’t been us they had spotted and had we remained where we were, they probably would have passed without noticing us.

      The thick forest made for slow going with the horses. They struggled through the undergrowth and the low-hanging branches.

      The goblins chased us on foot and, although more at home underground, found the going easier over the terrain than the horses did. Their arrows flew dangerously close, and their yells and curses rang loud in my ears.

      Ahead, Thomas desperately looked for the easiest way through the thicket. Turning this way and that, his gelding stepped bravely through brambles, over boulders, and around holes.

      I followed, trusting Thomas to lead true. I had no choice, yet the anger built within me. After what Thomas had told me about the goblins, and how it had been them that had killed my cousin, I could barely control the rage.

      Something smacked hard into my back, and I cried out in pain. I turned and saw the feathers of an arrow. My nostrils flared, and the blood rushed to my face as I could control my anger no longer.

      “Enough.”

      A ball of blue energy burst from my palm, blasting into the forest behind me. I could see the goblins’ stunned knobbly green faces at the first blast.  They cursed at me with their guttural voices, and I fired again.

      Boom, boom, boom. Like cannon shots, they echoed through the forests. All around me, trees lay flat and broken. The goblins were gone.

      “Dana,” Thomas took hold of my elbow, leaning across from his horse, “they’re gone.”

      I looked at him through lidded eyes. Dizzy and weak, I could barely hold on to my horse. I bent over the side and retched, emptying the meagre contents of my stomach on the forest floor.

      “It’s not much further to Oaktown. Do you think you can make it?”

      I nodded weakly.

      Thomas leaned over and pulled the arrow from my rucksack. “You were lucky.” He threw the offending missile into the dirt. “That could have hit you.”

      “I have a lucky charm.” I held up my shaking arm with Arianna’s bracelet.

      Thomas smiled and then rode beside me as much as he could through the thick bush until I felt a bit stronger.

      It took us longer to find the road than Thomas thought, and then it took us even longer to get to Oaktown. By the time we reached it, the sun had just set.

      The mill sat on the edge of a cliff overlooking the waterfall of the Amberwater River. The miller’s house and his barn sat further back, away from the spray of the falls.

      “Aye, the goblins have come through here several times,” Miller James told us. “They are trouble and best not meddled with.”

      James, a satyr, did not share Henry’s aversion to fae and welcomed me into his home. The miller’s barn was spacious and his feed grain of good quality. The horses ate well that night.

      Instead of a horse stall for us, the barn had a room for stable hands, which had beds in it, as well as a table and chairs. The miller’s wife had provided fresh linen, candles, wash-water, and dinner.

      I took some me-time before sitting down to eat. My hair flowed over my shoulders in a cascade of red curls after I took out all the knots. And, who would have thought that much dust could accumulate on your neck from riding?

      It felt good to be clean, and I needed to calm myself after what happened in the forest. Did I kill those goblins?

      Still not knowing what the magic was, or how to control it, worried me. I didn’t see the goblins after my attack, so maybe they fled. But, what if they didn’t?

      It was by now evident that the magic flared up when my emotions were at their highest. Or, when my need was greatest. I could also call forth the blue glow on my palm whenever I wanted to, but that wasn’t dangerous.

      What worried me was the effect the magic had on me. It made me question the safety of this magic. It wanted me to use it. It wanted me to be powerful. It frightened me.

      A little weak, but cleaner, I joined Thomas at the table. Stew and fresh bread, pie, juice, and fruit. My stomach growled in anticipation, and Thomas laughed.

      He could always find joy in the smallest things. Here we had just survived a hair-raising ordeal, and he was laughing at my stomach. In the short time that I had known him, he had always maintained a positive outlook. Maybe I could learn something from him, instead of wallowing in my self-pity.

      “I am sorry I accused you.” And, I was, truly ashamed. “I should have asked questions first, instead of assuming the worst.”

      Thomas waved it away. “I told you, I probably would have reacted the same way had I been in your position.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have. I am a hothead, I admit it.” I graced him with a crooked grin, which he returned. “May I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “You said you were born an outcast. What does that mean?”

      “A wolf needs to belong to a pack,” he explained. “I was born a bastard. Without a father, you cannot belong to a pack.”

      “Does Arianna not know who your father is?”

      Thomas shook his head. “Ever since I have been old enough, I have travelled from city to city in the human world, searching the packs. I was never really sure if I wanted to meet him, but I always had to try.”

      I understood. I’d give anything to have met my mother. “That must have been hard, Thomas. I know what it’s like to grow up with only one parent. At least you have your mother.”

      Thomas’ face pulled into a rueful smile. His eyes were sad. “My mother died when I was two years old. Arianna took me in, promising my mother to raise me as her own. She has looked after me ever since and has been a wonderful mother. It’s one of the reasons why she encourages me to find my father.”

      Oh, Goddess, I really had a way of putting my foot in it.

      “I am sorry, Thomas.” I reached out and touched his hand. The gesture came from my heart, and only when he looked down at my hand with a smile, did I pull it away.

      I cleared my throat. “I only wanted to get to know you a little better. I didn’t mean to pry. You know, my mother died when I was born. I never knew her, and I’d give anything for her to hold me just once.”

      He reached out and touched my hand in return. His hand was so warm, and it remained there long enough to make me blush. “I am glad we could share that. No more assumptions.”

      “When I left the palace, I never would have thought things would be so different out here,” I told him, changing the subject and removing my hand from his. “I feel stupid and naive in this world. Even life within the city streets of Draeguard is not as complicated, or dangerous, as out here in the rest of Wiltera.”

      “You’re not stupid. Just not streetwise. Wiltera isn’t always dangerous. The towns are usually tranquil places, with good, hardworking people.”

      “It certainly has been dangerous enough since I’ve been here.”

      “Disputes flare up from time to time.” Thomas finished his food and pushed his plate away. “Why don’t you tell me about Draeguard? Being a fae stronghold, I obviously can’t go there.”

      “Pity, I’d love to show you.” My smile was genuine now. “Draeguard is a beautiful city. With close to sixty-thousand citizens, it’s the largest city in Wiltera. Did you know that?”

      He laughed. “I did.”

      “The entire city is surrounded by an enchanted wall. Only those with fae-sight can see it, but the further away you go from it, the more difficult it is to see.”

      “Is that why most people don’t know exactly where Draeguard lies?”

      I giggled. “Indeed. Only our fields are outside the city. Those give away our approximate location.”

      “I’d love to see it someday.”

      “If I were queen, I’d change the laws,” I said earnestly. “I know now that not all shifters are bad.” I winked at him.

      “The strife between legendaries goes back hundreds of years, Freckles. It is not going to be resolved by changing a few laws. I mean, would you like to be friends with the goblins?”

      Finished eating, I pushed my plate away, as well. “Well, maybe carefully with the goblins. But are they really all bad? What if there are good goblins and bad goblins, just like in any society?”

      “For someone who always assumes the worst, you have a lot of faith in people.”

      “All I’m saying is that we all live in Wiltera. Why can’t we get along? The humans have encroached so much on our space, why must we fight over the little we have left?”

      “It is a noble sentiment, and I would follow you if you were queen.” He gave a theatrical bow over the table.

      “I won’t be queen for a long time. My main aim right now is to put my father back on the throne.” It felt like so much time had passed since they threw my father into the dungeon, but it had only been a week. I needed to get back to him. “We need to get the information we have to the councillors. Or, whoever will listen to us.”

      “We will,” Thomas assured me. “We’ll ride through Clover Hill tomorrow and, if we hurry, we can be at the gates of Draeguard by nightfall.”

      “What will you do then?” I asked him.

      “I’ll return home, I guess.” Thomas looked down, pretending to dig some dirt out of a fingernail, but I didn’t fail to see his eyes misting over.

      “You know what?” I chuckled, thinking of a way to distract him. “If the palace servants could see me now.”

      Thomas looked up at me.

      “Alone. In a barn. With a boy. At night.” I laughed. “The servants wouldn’t know what to do with themselves. Oh, and the gossip. Thomas, you have no idea how strict palace rules are. This,” I indicated our little intimate dinner, “would definitely not be allowed.”

      “Well, in that case, I am glad I could help you break the rules.” He laughed with me.

      “Oh, I have never been one to obey the rules,” I bragged. “Several servants asked to be placed elsewhere, especially when I was still younger.”

      “You were that bad? I don’t believe it.”

      “I used to sneak out all the time. I’d skip class, hide from the servants, or leave the palace to play within the city. It drove my father mad, but I think he liked it that I was so independent.” I tilted my head sideways, lips pursed. “Or, maybe that’s just what I kept telling myself.”

      One of the candles flickered, and Thomas looked up for a moment, listening. When he didn’t hear anything, he brought the candle closer to us.

      The lack of crystal lighting had worried me at first, but tonight I enjoyed the simple candlelight. Thomas really had the most amazing amber eyes.

      “What is the worst trouble you ever got yourself into?” he asked, chin propped on his hands.

      “Without a doubt, that time I broke into the vault.”

      “The vault?” He looked suitably impressed.

      “Our moonstones are kept in the vault. As children, we’re only taught about them from books, but I was fascinated with them. Being the princess, I knew where they were kept, so I went to take a look.”

      “What happened?”

      “I swear, I just wanted to look. Once I evaded the guards and slipped through the bars surrounding the vault, the stones called to me. I couldn’t help it. Without thinking, I walked right up to them and touched one.”

      “I guess that wasn’t allowed.” Thomas had a gleeful grin on his face.

      “No,” I drew the sound out, “they are holy. They are the source of our fae magic. When they found out what I did, I was grounded for a month.”

      Thomas’ laugh rang loud in the little room, and I was sure it startled the horses, for we heard noises from the barn. “You’re such a rebel.”

      I was glad Thomas and I had that evening to talk freely with each other. Assuming the worst of him had put me at a disadvantage and gotten me into nothing but trouble.

      As we settled down to sleep, I thought about my words and the fact that I was alone in a barn, with a boy, in the dark. I did trust him more now than I did before. I did feel safer with him.

      My eyes closed of their own accord, and I realised how tired I was. The bed was narrow and hard, but right now, it felt like heaven to me.
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      We woke to a knock on the wooden door of the room.

      “Thomas, wake up. You need to leave.”

      We roused ourselves at the miller’s voice. I felt rested, even though it was still dark outside; there was barely a glow from the sunrise through the window.

      “I wonder why he wants us to leave so early.”

      “I’m sure James has his reasons. I have known him for many years, and he has always looked out for me.”

      We packed our few things and then got the horses ready. The miller said good-bye and left the barn.

      “You’ll be home by tonight.” Thomas smiled at me. “Are you ready?”

      I grinned back at him as I mounted my horse. Finally, I got to go home.

      The barn door burst open with a crash, and a horde of goblins rushed in. The mare shied wildly to the side. I lost my seat in the saddle and tumbled to the floor.

      The goblins spread out, surrounding us. With rough hands, they grabbed me while I still lay on the ground and bound my arms behind my back before I could react.

      Thomas growled, drawing his knife, and fought them as best he could. There were so many. They overwhelmed him. Soon, he, too, was bound.

      I’d never seen them up close. The goblins’ knobbly, green-tinged skin felt strange to the touch, and I cringed every time one of them handled me. I didn’t dare look in their faces, for the tusks sticking out of their bottom jaw frightened me.

      The goblins gagged us, then heaved us onto our horses, before tying us tightly to the saddles. There’d be no escaping this. There’d be no going home today.

      Some goblins searched through the barn, probably looking for our belongings, but found nothing but our two backpacks which we carried on our backs.

      Tied as we were, the goblin who kept giving orders told the others to let us carry them for now. They would get them soon enough.

      I struggled to understand all their words, even though they spoke English. Their guttural sounds made it difficult.

      My magic simmered beneath the surface, and I willed it to bubble over. If only I could break the bonds.

      “Let ‘em march,” the goblin ordered, and they led us out of the barn.

      The fresh early morning air cooled my sweat as we stepped outside, but it did little for my panic. I looked at Thomas, and I could see his jaw muscles working in agitation.

      Out in the yard, a goblin had a knife to the miller’s wife’s throat. When the goblin saw us, he pushed her away, and she stumbled, then ran to where her husband waited anxiously by the side of the barn.

      We crossed the yard, and the goblins took up the reins of their waiting oxen. They lowed and threw themselves into their harnesses, pulling the wagon.

      I felt ill. My head spun at the sudden turn of events. I thought it could not get any worse when a rider appeared out of the forest.

      The dark elf’s face pulled into a sneer at the sight of us, trussed up on our horses.
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      The elf led us back into Raven Hall Forest. I glowered at his back, letting the anger flow through me.

      I couldn’t direct my magic, and it was a feeble attempt at best, but the forest around the elf sporadically threw leaves and twigs at him.

      The blue magic bubbled and fizzled around my hands, but it would not grow stronger. Was I still too weak from yesterday? Could I not use it two days in a row?

      The dark elf only laughed at me, exposing his pointy black teeth. I had never noticed how pointy they were. I also saw that he had much pointier ears than the light elves I had seen in my textbooks.

      The elf looked all too pleased with himself, while we sat on our horses, bound and gagged. I could do nothing but glare at him. Tears stung my eyes, and I wanted to rip his eyes out of his face.

      The light strengthened as we rode. The road through the forest remained empty, and we encountered no-one. Hours passed within the dark confines of the creepy forest.

      I tried to recall what I had learned about Raven Hall during my lessons. It was the third-largest forest in Wiltera. It was also the oldest. If I remembered correctly, there was nothing else significant about the forest, yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that it harboured ill-will towards me.

      The forest did not respond as actively to my fae magic as other forests would have. At first, I thought it was because I was bound, but soon, the forest stopped responding, and nothing I tried could get it to listen.

      I may have felt silly about my comment about geography, but because of my lessons, I also knew the size and layout of the forest. Although it was difficult to tell which direction we were going because of the thick canopy overhead, I guessed we’d traversed almost half of Raven Hall already.

      The light began to fade, and still the elf didn’t stop. My arms hurt, bent at the odd angle behind my back. My stomach growled. The list went on, but I was sure Thomas felt the same.

      Only once it was completely dark, did the elf call for a halt. He did not concern himself with us, but let the goblins take care of us.

      They took us off the horses and, to my surprise, let us see to our needs ~ under guard, of course. Then, they bound us to a tree. One of the goblins saw to our horses, and I was surprised again to find that he knew what he was doing.

      They lit only a few torches, and the night passed in dark agony as we tried to find the most comfortable position against the tree. The elf came past several times as I tried to revive my magic; the blue glow in the dark was giving away my secret.

      By morning, swallowing hurt, and I would have given anything for a sip of water.

      We were put back on our horses and tied to the saddles. The dark elf rode passed me and patted me on my thigh. I recoiled, but couldn’t move much.

      “Your time is coming, Princess.”

      I stared at him. How did he know? The whole time I had thought that he was only after us because he was a bounty hunter and was after the trophies: shifter fur and red hair.

      I looked at Thomas, and his horrified look did nothing to ease my panic.

      We rode again. Endless, uneventful hours passed with nothing to look at but the dreary forest around us. Dark, bleak, impenetrable. I’d never seen such an ugly forest.

      Eventually, I drifted off into sleep. The steady motion of the horse, my hunger and thirst, and my pain finally got to me.

      It was only when the horse stopped moving that I woke up again. The light had faded, so I guessed the sun to be setting soon, but up ahead, I could see a break in the trees ~ the end of the forest.

      Then, why did we stop?

      The goblins all crowded around us. The wagon pulled up next to us. Goblins touched my legs to my left and my right. The mare shifted restlessly. The elf turned and brought his horse in close, too.

      What was happening?

      Goosebumps travelled along my body as the elf began to intone an incantation. Strange words fell from his lips in a hoarse whisper, setting my nerves on edge.

      All around us, the fabric between worlds tore, allowing us glimpses of the world beyond this forest. My heart sank. He was taking us out of Wiltera.

      Raven Hall retreated around us, dissolving to reveal a forest that could not have been any more different.

      Stately trees surrounded us; their high canopy brilliantly green, allowing the last of the dappled sunlight to shine onto the forest floor.

      The forest lacked the brambles and thick undergrowth, and instead sprouted majestic ferns that spread and curled in elegant displays.

      Creeping vines spanned the trees, each one blooming with flowers of pink and yellow. Birds sat along the vines, watching our progress as we rode along the path.

      No matter how distracting the beauty of this forest was, it could not fool me into thinking the forest was benign. I had never felt so unwelcome in a place before, and I struggled to control the shivers that passed over me.

      We could do little more than to give each other reassuring looks, but Thomas looked as frightened as I felt.

      The elf led us down a side path, veering off the main road. The forest crowded in on us on either side, leaving barely enough space for the wagon to pass.

      I coughed. Or, I made a sound that sounded like I coughed to get Thomas’ attention. He looked at me questioningly.

      With my chin I pointed at the nearest fern we rode past. He failed to see what I wanted to show him, and I waited for the next opportunity. When it came, he nodded to let me know he’d seen it.

      Something had befallen this forest. For all its beauty, this forest was sick. Black mould ate away at some of the plants, and those that were affected called out to me for help.

      I was so deep in thought about the plants, I only noticed we’d arrived somewhere when the goblins forcefully took me off my horse.

      A dwelling, built into a waterfall, with arches and open verandas, stood before us. Draped in vines and flowers, it was one of the most beautiful buildings I had ever seen.

      The elf disappeared through a door on the ground floor, and two goblins dragged us after him. Without any ceremony, they dumped us in an empty room and tied us to a ring in the wall.

      I leaned my head on Thomas’ shoulder and closed my eyes. The backpacks still strapped to us made it uncomfortable, but I didn’t care. I’d lost feeling in my arms long ago.

      My eyes flew open as the dark elf burst through the door. His black grin spread across his face as he stepped aside for his female partner to see. Her black hair tied in a ponytail at the back, highlighting the elegant features of her face.

      “You have done well, Darven,” she told him. “The king will be pleased.”

      The female elf stepped forward. I cringed backwards as she leaned towards me, but she tutted and then removed my gag.

      “Now, Princess, why don’t you tell us where your king keeps the moonstones?”

      I stared at her. Moonstones? They were fae magic. What use would the dark elves have for them? I would tell them nothing.

      “You know, Princess,” her voice dripped with honey, “it would be so much easier for all of us if you just complied.”

      “I don’t know where they are.”

      “Oh, sure you do, little one. The miller said he heard you talking about them in the barn. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

      The miller. The flickering candle, the noises we heard. It made sense now. I wonder how long the goblins held his wife for the miller to comply with their demands.

      “I will tell you nothing.”

      “Very well.” The sweet smile on her lips unsettled me.

      Darven stepped forward and unclipped Thomas from the ring in the wall, and then he heaved him to his feet.

      “Let’s see how long your friend here lasts under torture before we get the answers we want.”

      “What? No!”

      Thomas struggled in the elf’s grip. He turned his shoulder down to loosen the elf’s grasp, and then he shot his head forward to head-butt him hard. The elf, bleeding from his forehead, hissed at him.

      With a wave of her hand, the elf woman uttered a few strange words, and Thomas suddenly hung limply in Darven’s grip.

      “Too late, Princess. You had your chance,” the she-elf drawled, winking at me as she turned to leave.

      “Stop, don’t take him,” I yelled after them as they dragged Thomas out of the room. The door slammed shut with a bang.

      I struggled against my bonds, but the ropes only cut deeper into the soft skin of my wrists. The iron ring in the wall did not yield. The blue magic flared up, but not enough.

      “Come back. Please, come back.”

      A scream split the silence of my room. It shot through me like an arrow, and I hung my head in shame. This was all my fault.

      Again, Thomas screamed. I clenched my jaw and squeezed my eyes shut, forcing back the tears.

      “Stop. Come back. Talk to me,” I yelled, hoping they could hear me.

      A moment of silence. Did the elves hear me? Thomas screamed again; a different pitch this time. A different torture?

      I struggled against my bonds, yelling and shouting. Tears now ran freely down my face, my heart broken.

      His screams came more often now. They took on a hoarse quality, strained. Slowly, my despair was replaced by anger.

      If I were to save him, I’d have to think rationally. Yelling and shouting was not getting me anywhere. I really needed the magic to work now.

      My hands fumbled with the bonds behind my back. There was no way I could untie them, but I had gotten myself out of bounds before ~ down by the river when the elf captured me the first time.

      The magic simmered beneath my skin. It had been gently pulsing there ever since our capture but had not grown strong enough to be of help. I concentrated.

      Thomas screamed again, and I used his sound as the catalyst to my anger. I focused on his pain. Imagined what they were doing to him. Tears shot into my eyes.

      Channelling all my thought to my hands, I sent a blast of blue energy straight to my wrists.

      Pain erupted in my hands as the rope snapped and blood rushed into my fingers. I muffled a scream of my own as I brought my arms forward, nearly fainting from the pain in my shoulders.

      I sat for a moment, recovering, before staggering to my feet. Another scream pierced the thin layer of my control. I cursed the locked door, then sent a well-aimed blast at the lock.

      Nothing would stop me now.

      A deserted corridor greeted me with several closed doors along its lengths to my left. To my right, an open door led to where our horses were tied to a post.

      Frowning, I stepped out into the barren hallway. The screams sounded closer from here. I tried the first door.

      It was unlocked and seemed to be a bedroom, although none I would have slept in. I guessed it to be accommodation for the goblins.

      Voices in the hall had me hiding behind the door. I waited for them to abate before peeking around the door. Two elves in uniform had come in through the entrance and stood at the end of the corridor, talking quietly.

      I cursed my luck. Stepping back into the room, I leaned my head against the wall. Thomas screamed again. I heard the elves laugh.

      For all the plants that graced the house from the outside, there were none in this basement accommodation I could use to my advantage. I thought of blasting them with my hands but didn’t know how many other guards that would attract.

      The silence that followed another scream made me take note. I pushed away from the wall and peered around the door once more. The guards had gone.

      My heart pounded like a runaway horse as I stepped back into the corridor. The silence that now pervaded sent tingles along my spine. Had they killed Thomas?

      With my back pressed to the wall, I crept along the hall. The next door was only a few feet away. This one was on the right side of the corridor. Quickly, I crossed over.

      I pressed my ear against the door and listened. Not a sound from the other side. When I tried the handle, I found it to be locked. I hesitated. A blast could alert the elves if this were the wrong room.

      Muffled sounds drifted to me then, and I turned towards them. Footsteps rang at the top of the stairs at the end of the corridor, but they ceased and didn’t proceed downstairs.

      If I wanted to save Thomas, I had to hurry. I rushed to the next door and pressed my ear to it. This one also greeted me with silence.

      Crossing the hallway again, I went to the next door. Behind this one, I could hear muffled voices. A male and a female. This had to be it.

      I didn’t care anymore what this blue magic was or why I was given it. It was powerful, and I was going to use it. Standing back from the door, I shot a blast at its lock.

      The door sprang open with a jolt and revealed Thomas trussed up spread-eagle on some wooden contraption. Blood seeped from his bare torso. The shocked elves stared at me, baring their black teeth in a grotesque grimace.

      “Let him go.” I pointed my palms at them.

      The female elf recovered her composure first and stepped between her male companion and me.

      She then waved her hand in a half-moon motion in front of her. “Your magic doesn’t work here.”

      My blue glow extinguished. I gasped.

      “Are you ready to talk to us about the moonstones?” she asked.

      Thomas shook his head in the background. Darven came towards me. Thomas mouthed ‘go’ in my direction. The female elf grinned.

      “No,” I sobbed, “I will not tell you anything.”

      With my heart racing, I grabbed things off the shelf to my left; books, cups, strange hooks. I just threw it all at the elves as I backed away towards the door.

      I tried to bring forth the blue glow as I went, but it failed. I couldn’t even feel it. Darven kept coming, brandishing a knife. He ducked when I threw a small chest at him, and then launched forward to stab at me, barely missing my arm with his blade.

      Thomas’ form swam through the film of angry tears over my eyes, but I thought I saw him nod. I’d have come back for him.

      Turning on my heels, I slammed the door on my way out. It didn’t delay the elves for long, and they were after me in a moment.

      The two guards I had seen earlier had just come down the stairs, and it didn’t take them long to figure out what was happening. They chased me down the corridor towards the open door.

      The green forest on the end beckoned me. I could see the horses. The footsteps behind me sounded loud in my ears. I sprinted.

      Out the door into the open. No goblins. The empty wagon. No saddles on the horses. I didn’t care.

      I grabbed the mare’s lead rope and swung myself on her back just as the elves came dashing out of the door.

      Turning the mare’s head towards the forest, I put my heels to her.

      The dark elf called “Lorelei.”

      The mare stopped.
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      Lorelei? Of course, she was the elf’s horse. Well, not anymore. I put my hand on her neck and begged her, now. Who did she like better?

      The mare snorted and pranced on the spot. The two guards circled me. Darven laughed.

      I felt a shift beneath my hand, and my heart jumped in delight. I clenched my knees shut just in time before the mare leapt away in a great bound.

      The forest rushed past me in a blur as the mare shot forward. I didn’t dare look back, but clung to the horse’s neck, encouraging her to greater speed.

      Around us, the tall trees loomed ominously, watching our progress. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the forest meant me harm.

      Soon, I heard hoofbeats and shouts in the distance. I had to assume the elves’ horses to be as fleet as my mare, and I asked her to go even faster. She gave it her all.

      When the forest flung vines at me to delay us, I had to resort to a different tactic. These plants did not respond to me the way other plants did, and no matter how I pleaded with them, they did not stop.

      Then, I remembered the plight of the ones that were befallen by the black mould, and I called to them for help in my desperation. Flinging healing magic in their direction, they returned the favour by lashing out with their roots to waylay the other riders.

      After several miles, the mare tired. Drenched in sweat and breathing hard, she could not maintain the speed any longer.

      I steered her off the path and guided her into the trees. Running would save us no longer; now we had to hide.

      The plants I passed warred amongst themselves ~ some happy to let me pass, others not. I healed as many as I could, just to keep the forest happy and on my side. It took a lot of my energy letting the silvery magic slide from my fingers to wash over the plants.

      For a long time, I could hear voices and horses. The elves did not cease their search for me until nightfall; then the sounds fell silent.

      The forest grew dark and quiet, and the mare shifted restlessly next to me. I hugged her around the neck ~ part to calm her, and part to ease my own fear.

      I squealed when tendrils coiled around my legs, pulling, trying to yank me off my feet. The mare snorted, stomping her own feet.

      With the same suddenness that the tendrils had come, they retreated. I stood staring into the blackness around me when I saw flickers of light everywhere.

      I squinted into the dark, thinking the specks to be fireflies at first, but as the lights grew bigger and multiplied, I saw it was night-blooming flowers, shining in blues and whites.

      It took me a moment to take it all in and to sense the mood of the forest around me. This night-time display of beauty held no malicious intent, and the mare and I relaxed.

      Exhausted, hungry, and thirsty, I sat down on a stone. Here was as good a place as any to spend the night. I’d have to find a way home in the morning.

      The mare nudged me. I looked up into her brown face. Her eyes sparkled with the reflection of the flowers around us. Lorelei pulled on the reins, turning her head the other way.

      “What is it, girl?” I rose from the stone.

      The mare took it as a signal and immediately walked away from me. I pulled on the reins, trying to stop her, but she looked at me again and then pulled on the reins again, dragging me behind.

      She didn’t walk in the direction of the elves, so I let her lead me. We didn’t have to go far before we reached a little stream, and Lorelei dropped her head and sunk her mouth into the water to drink.

      I didn’t hesitate. I dropped to my knees, cupped my hands, and slaked my thirst. The cool water rolled down my parched throat and dropped into my empty belly.

      The water sloshed around my stomach, gurgling, but I felt refreshed and revitalised. Now that I had a clear head again, I thought about Thomas.

      I had just left him there. Guilt gnawed at me. The vision of his naked torso drenched in blood swam before my eyes.

      Thomas had told me to go. Every expression he had made behind the elves’ backs had told me to save myself and to complete my mission. He had wanted me to leave him there. He had sacrificed himself for me.

      I wiped my nose on my sleeve. Had I misread Thomas’ cues? Had he actually been asking for help? I couldn’t let my doubts eat away at me. As a royal, I had a duty to the sixty-thousand citizens of Draeguard. I needed to get home.

      By morning, my decision was made. I didn’t know what the she-elf had done to make the blue magic not work anymore, but I could not go back there without it. I wouldn’t stand a chance.

      We stayed off the road now for in case the elves still looked for us. It was slow going with the forest trying to waylay us, but I healed the mouldy plants as best I could, and they did their part in letting us pass.

      It was frustrating battling the forest like this, but I had resigned myself to this chore when I noticed a change. The trees stopped fighting me. Instead, they opened a path for me to follow, lined with sick plants for me to heal along the way.

      I didn’t question it but played my part for as long as my energy held up. The path ended in a circle of trees big enough that I could see the sky above.

      “What’s this?” I whispered, hoping, somehow, the forest would tell me.

      As I looked around, I thought I saw a strange shimmer close to where the trees touched the sky. It was so brief, I wasn’t sure if I imagined it, but it gave me an idea.

      Raising my hands, I slowly spoke the fae incantation that opened the fabric between worlds. The portal through which we travelled.

      The forest around me shimmered and shifted, and my heart leapt in elation. We’d get home, after all.

      Then, the shimmering stopped, and the forest went back to how it was before.

      “No,” I cried. “What happened?”

      I tried again, making sure to intone the incantation properly. It had the same effect. Pacing up and down in front of the mare, who stood patiently, watching me, I tried again and again.

      At first, I thought it was because I only knew the fae chant, and the magic had been cast by elven incantation, but that didn’t make sense. Every race of legendaries could access the fabric, no matter the language they used.

      There had to be another reason. The magic looked like it was working, but then stopped. I was missing something.

      Over an hour passed before I had a wild thought. What if the elven Raven Hall Forest wasn’t in another world? Could it be that it was merely an enchanted part of the real Raven Hall Forest?

      There was a spell to reveal the true nature of things. We used it to distinguish between poisonous and non-poisonous plants, for example. It was such simple fae magic; my teachers would have laughed at me for even wanting to try it.

      Standing in the middle of the circle, I rolled my shoulders. I hadn’t done this in a while and concentrated hard on the words.

      The magic glowed around me, and I felt it tingle along my veins. The air shimmered, and I squinted at it, but could not see the other forest beyond the haze.

      I was missing something else. Desperate, I drew on the original chant to call forth the tear between worlds and mixed it with the revealing spell.

      Suddenly, the elven forest fizzled out of view and soon left me standing in the dark and gloomy forest of Raven Hall.

      I blinked in the darkness of the old forest. Even if I didn’t like this forest, I was sure glad to be back here. It had worked! My heart raced in my chest as I picked up Lorelei’s reins to continue.

      It took us a little while to find our way back to the road, but once we found it, I urged the mare into a trot that she could sustain for a while. Not delayed by the ox wagon, we made much better time than on our way there.

      By nightfall, we reached Oaktown. I considered seeking shelter by the miller. After all, it had not been his fault he had been made to talk. Still, I decided not to rely on anyone.

      I rode down to the river, we drank our fill, and then hid underneath an overhang for the night. It was the best I could do. If the mare hadn’t needed rest, I wouldn’t have stopped at all.

      We left again before the sun came up. We reached Clover Hill a couple of hours later, but I didn’t dare stop there, either. From there, it was a straight road to Draeguard.

      The way my luck had run since I’d left home, I didn’t take any chances. I set the mare to the fastest pace I knew she could maintain over a long distance and stayed to the very edge of the road, ready to disappear into the trees at a moment’s notice if I had to.

      The mare ate away the distance, bringing me closer to home, and I dared to hope. My nerves frayed the closer we got, and I flinched at every sound around us.

      When the light began to fade, so did my hope, but then I saw lights in the distance shining through the trees, and I asked the mare for one last effort.

      An hour later, we rode past the fields and towards the main gate of Draeguard. It loomed tall and forbidding over us, and the mare eyed the armed guards warily.

      “Who goes there,” they demanded, crossing their lances.

      “It is I, Princess Dana of Silverstalk. Admit me.”

      The guards hesitated and whispered amongst themselves, before turning back to me.

      “You need to come with us, Princess.”

      Nothing had changed here, then. I could not let these guards delay me.

      “Very well,” I said agreeably and waited for the one to open the gate, while the other came to hold the mare’s head.

      The moment the gate was open, I urged Lorelei into a canter. She sprang forwards, ripping the reins from the guard’s hand.

      The other guard tumbled to the side as I raced through the gate and on into the streets of Draeguard.

      City lights lit the streets as I made my way to the palace. The few people that were still out, raised their fists at me for breaking the city’s speed limit.

      At the forecourt of the palace, the palace guard patrolled as they did every night; archers on the roof, and lancers on the ground. The captain stepped forward.

      “Princess Dana, where have you been? We have been so worried.”

      I smiled at Jared. He’d been my father’s captain for decades, and he used to bounce me on his knee when I was little.

      “Please, I need to speak with the councillors. It is urgent. Take me to them.”

      “Dana, you know there is an order out for your arrest. They think you are involved in the attacks on the palace.”

      I sighed. The mare pranced beneath me. “I know, Captain. I promise I have nothing to do with it. If I could just explain it to the councillors.”

      Jared’s face fell, and he looked at me with sad eyes. “Once you are in custody, a councillor will speak with you.”

      “No, you don’t understand. The kingdom is under threat. I need to speak to them, now. Let me pass.”

      “I cannot, Princess.”

      I ground my teeth. They would not stop me now that I was so close. Praying it would work this time, I concentrated on the blue magic. It accumulated along my arms and hands, and I flung it out to scatter the guards in all directions.

      Before they had a chance to regroup, I put heels to the mare and galloped up the steps and on into the palace. The horse’s hoofbeats echoed loudly on the marble floor.

      Shouts rang all around me, and guards ran from all directions. Undeterred, I guided Lorelei towards the courtyard where the councillors held their meetings. There, I waited for them to catch me.

      “Don’t come any closer,” I warned them, the blue energy humming softly in the palm of my hand. “Bring me the councillors.”

      The courtyard filled. Guards surrounded me. Spectators swarmed the balconies above. I had my audience; now, I just needed the councillors.

      The magic still simmered in my hands, instilling a measure of control and confidence within me.

      The councillors arrived one by one, some already in their night robes. Those that stayed in the city took longer to come, but I did not mind waiting for them.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Councillor William asked when he finally joined the others.

      “I have come to warn you.” My voice rang loud across the courtyard. “You have imprisoned an innocent man, and in the meantime, your enemies run free, plotting against you.”

      “What nonsense do you speak of, child?”

      “Nonsense? What investigation into the matter have you done, then, councillor? Is it your fear and superstition that is driving your assumption, or do you have proof?”

      “You indolent child. How dare you speak to me like this?”

      “I am no child, councillor. I am your princess, and as such, I order you to listen now. The dark elves are plotting against us. They have been using dark magic to weaken us and sow unrest within our kingdom.”

      “Pah, to what end?”

      “The elves want our moonstones for themselves.”

      The noise in the courtyard reached a fever-pitch as the people voiced their outrage. Councillor William calmed them down enough for him to address me again.

      “How would you know this? It is safer to assume it is you with your strange magic that has brought this upon us.”

      “If there is one thing that being away from this palace has taught me, it’s that you should never assume things, councillor. My magic has nothing to do with this. In fact, had it not been for this magic, I would not be here right now bringing you this warning. The elves captured me. They want our stones.”

      “Preposterous.”

      I had no time to argue with these fools. Sending a blast of magic across the courtyard, I destroyed the statue of Councillor William himself.

      “Bring my father to me now.”

      When they hesitated, I destroyed another statue. Someone went to obey.

      “You have to hide the moonstones,” I tried again. “Get the armies ready. The elves are coming for them, I can assure you.”

      The councillors looked at each other, but Councillor William dared to take a step towards me. “What do you know about war, child?”

      “Nothing, councillor,” I glared at him, “which is why I want my father freed. He’ll know what to do.”

      Councillor William glared back at me. He had probably not forgiven me yet for escaping his home and stealing his daughter’s things.

      Lorelei shifted beneath me, and when I laid my hand on her neck, I felt her tremble. She snorted nervously.

      “Oh, no.” I felt it, too.

      A blast of dark magic rocked the palace. Not strong, but enough to shake the walls and unsettle everything. I tried to keep the mare calm.

      “You see?” Councillor William shouted. “It’s her. She brought the shaking back.”

      The shout was taken up by the other councillors. “We haven’t had an attack since she left.”

      I saw my father’s sad face looking at me over the crowd, standing bundled between two guards. I would have to make them listen ~ for my father’s sake.

      Outside, the big bell rang in loud, even gongs. The courtyard fell silent. Councillor William looked at me; his lips pulled down in the corners.

      A messenger came running into the courtyard, clearly out of breath. “An army. There’s an army of elves at our gate.”
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      The hubbub of voices almost drowned out my father’s voice as he called my name. A minute ago, all the focus had been on me.

      Now, everyone turned to the messenger. “An army. There’s an army of elves at our gate.”

      Councillor William stared at me, for once without words. The captains shouted orders all around us, while the guards retreated down the passages.

      “Dana,” my father called again, but his voice sounded so far away.

      I blinked my eyes rapidly, trying to focus. The guards had let go of my father, and he pushed himself through the crowd towards me. Why did it seem so strange?

      My eyes blinked again. I took a deep breath. The voices around me faded to a whisper. My father called my name again, but I could barely hear him.

      Then, the ceiling tilted to the right and collapsed.
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      “Dana,” my father’s worried voice found its way through to me. “No, no, leave the cloth, Rosalie, I’ll do it.”

      Cloth? I tried to open my eyes, but they were so heavy. A moan must have escaped my lips, for my father patted my hand and told me it would be alright. Something cold and wet mopped my brow.

      “Can you hear me, Dana? I am here, now, my faeling.”

      “‘m ‘wake.”

      “You fainted, Dana. You look exhausted. When last did you sleep?”

      I couldn’t remember. It reminded me how thirsty I was, and I licked my cracked lips. My father brought the wet cloth to them, wiping them gently.

      “Rosalie, bring water. And, find some food for Dana, if you will, please.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Soft footsteps indicated that Rosalie came to the bed to drop off the water before hurrying to fetch the food. I pried my eyes open and blinked in the soft light of my bedroom.

      My father smiled down at me, sitting on the edge of my bed, holding my hand.

      “There you are. I thought I had lost you, my faeling.”

      “Never, Father.”

      He helped me sit up and poured me a glass of water. The cool liquid soothed my rough throat.

      “What is happening out there?” I asked. “Is it the elves?”

      “Yes, you were right. I can’t even begin to imagine where you would have gotten this information. I am only glad you are safe now.” He gently squeezed my hand.

      “Father, the moonstones aren’t safe. You need to hide them.” I coughed, and my father passed me another glass of water.

      “I believe you, Dana. You can tell us everything in the council later. Right now, you need to rest.”

      “No, this cannot wait,” I protested.

      Rosalie came back in with a platter of fruit and bread.

      “There you are. Please, assist my daughter to bath and find her something clean to wear. Make sure she eats. Let me know once she is back in bed. I will be in my office for so long.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “No argument from you, little princess,” he traced his index finger from the top of my forehead down to the tip of my nose, just like he had done since I was a little girl, “I will see you later.”

      I knew it was no use arguing with him now. He rose from the bed and left. Rosalie ran water into the bath while I ate fruit from the platter.

      It felt great getting out of the dirty clothes; I tried to ignore Rosalie’s face as she saw the grime stuck to my skin underneath the soiled garments, and then the sores and scratches on my body once the dirt was washed off.

      “Oh, my Ladybug,” my handmaiden cooed over me, covering me in healing ointment.

      With my skin and hair smelling of flowers, I once again stepped into clothes that were my own. Rosalie had chosen a blue dress, which tied with a silk ribbon underneath my breasts and then fell smoothly down to the floor. Tiny silk bows adorned the silk shoulder straps.

      Once dressed, I made my way to my father’s office, even though Rosalie did try her best to stop me.

      My father had a private office next to his royal quarters, where he could conduct affairs of the palace when not in council meetings. When I rounded the corner to enter the door, I heard voices arguing.

      “Do not worry, councillor,” I cut in, “I am ready to speak to the council now. My father only has my best interest at heart, but this matter cannot wait. If the moonstones are to be saved, you need to act now.”

      The men stared at me, but Councillor William nodded abruptly. “The council is ready.”

      I saw the worried look in my father’s eyes, but I hooked myself into his arm and walked beside him on the way to the council.

      The councillors, sitting on their throne-like chairs within their mostly refurbished marble hall, all eyed me suspiciously as I took my place on the speaker’s platform. Councillor William stood next to me.

      “It is confirmed that an army of dark elves has laid siege to our city. They have encamped along the eastern wall of Draeguard for now, and we fear that more are on their way,” the councillor began.

      The men and women of the council voiced their concern in whispered conversations.

      “Apparently, Princess Dana has information as to their intent and reason for their attack. Please, Princess, enlighten us.”

      He turned to me with his face pulled into a half-smile.

      “First, I need you to reinstate my father as regent officially.” I stood up tall and raised my chin. “You locked him up for treason, and now you want help? My father is the best general this kingdom has ever seen. Reinstate him, and I will tell you what I know.”

      The voices rose, some agreeing, others arguing. Councillor William remained silent for so long, it worried me. When he finally spoke, it surprised me.

      “Indeed, it would be foolish not to do so. All in favour of reinstating the king.” He raised his hand.

      Around the hall, hands raised along the tiers. Even the nay-sayers from a moment ago had now changed their minds. It was a unanimous decision.

      “Very well.” I nodded to my father, who came to stand beside me.

      I kept it short, telling them only the essentials about the elves, the house I’d been to, the sorceress’ abilities, and their desire to acquire the moonstones. I also told them about the trade in human goods and the White Law.

      “We knew nothing of this,” my father said to me, pulling me aside. “How did you learn all of these things?”

      “That is a story for another day, Father. Right now, I have to go back to rescue a friend; I left him behind to bring you these tidings. Can you spare some men to help me?”

      His brow wrinkled in thought, but then he became distracted by questions the councillors asked. I had to wait several minutes before his attention turned back to me.

      “Father, I left a friend behind. I need men to rescue him. Please, help me.”

      “Faeling, we cannot spare men now. Let’s deal with the threat at our door, and then we can think of rescuing your friend.”

      “He might not have that long. They were torturing him.”

      “There are five hundred or more riders in front of our wall. They have brought siege weapons. Although they have not declared any demands, yet, they are flying the flags of war. I cannot think about your friend now.”

      “But…”

      My father put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I am sorry, Dana. I have to put the wellbeing of the kingdom first. The council needs me now. I have to give my orders.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      He turned away, joining his councillors and captains. Of course, he was right. He had to protect the kingdom, but that didn’t make it any easier for me. Thomas might not have the days it would take Draeguard to deal with the threat.

      I retreated slowly from the council hall. No-one paid me any attention now; they had gotten from me what they wanted. I slunk away unnoticed.

      The last time I left Draeguard, I did so wholly unprepared for the world outside the walls of my city. I knew better now.

      I also knew what to expect along the way and how long it would take me. Taking this journey by myself was not ideal, but I would not let Thomas be tortured while I sat in my palace.

      The only clothes in my cupboard suitable for the kind of mission I had planned were my riding clothes. I dressed quickly now and put spare clothes into a bag.

      I cursed my cupboard and its content of dresses. At least my riding pants were pants, and I had some formal-wear pants, as well, which would just have to do for this trip.

      The fruit within the bowl Rosalie had brought me ended up in my bag, too, as did my toothbrush. I wasn’t leaving without it, again. I needed water, as well.

      My next stop was my father’s personal armoury. Most of the weapons in there were collector’s items from around the world, but it also held my father’s real weapons.

      Selecting two daggers in black leather sheaths, I stuffed them into my bag. I also helped myself to some coin from my father’s room. It could be useful.

      I didn’t know what they had done with the mare, but they had probably put her in the stables. I only wanted her as a second horse, so I would have one for Thomas to ride once I had rescued him. That was if I couldn’t rescue that gelding of his.

      The palace shook again with a light attack of dark magic. Servants and soldiers ran through the corridors; all on some errand. All too busy to notice me.

      Still, I kept to the edge of the upper corridor, pressing myself against the ivy that clung to the wall. When I descended the wide marble staircase that led to the lower floors, I hid behind the flowing trellises as I went down.

      There was pandemonium in the stable complex. Warriors rushed everywhere, getting their horses ready, and I didn’t need to worry about being seen.

      It gave me an idea, though, and I dashed in and stole an officer’s coat which he had draped over a hay bale while he was busy with his horse.

      The jacket was too big for me, but I slipped into it with my bag underneath it, before making my way to the private part of the stable complex where the royal horses were kept.

      The moon had already risen and shone a bright light on the yard outside, which too, was as busy as the stable complex.

      Lapis Lazuli, my snow-white Arabian mare, whinnied when she saw me. Curious, Lorelei stuck her head over her stable door and also whinnied when she saw me.

      Smiling, I approached the horses. For once, things turned out the way I planned.

      It didn’t take me long to saddle them both and lead them out of their stalls. Riders left the yard in twos and threes, gathering further down on the training field.

      I joined them to exit the yard and then left them where the road turned towards the city. The city’s lights seemed too bright, and I rode in shadow as much as I could.

      With the elves on the eastern side, the side I had come in from, I decided to leave through the western gate. I was half-way there when a thought crossed my mind.

      What if I had led the elves to Draeguard? During my entire journey since I’d left Draeguard, I had been waylaid, followed, captured, or gotten into some kind of trouble.

      Yet, on my way home, alone, from escaping the elven house, I had travelled unmolested. It seemed more plausible that the elves orchestrated my safe passage, than simple good fortune.

      How else would they have been able to find Draeguard so quickly, what with the charms around the city? I led them right to it. I showed them the way.

      Lazuli shook her head as I pulled her to a halt. I had to go back and tell my father. The horses’ hoofs rang on the cobbled road as I turned them, then I halted again.

      Telling my father about it would not change anything. It would only delay me getting to Thomas. I would just have to be more careful the way I travelled.

      Doors and windows banged shut around me as the citizens of Draeguard hid within their houses. Messengers rode along the streets, spreading the news.

      They would have locked and secured the western gate by now. I turned my mare’s head down a wide street leading back towards the palace. It forked not far up the road, and I followed it to the left.

      There was a gate to the north of the city. The king’s gate. It was the king’s private gate, used when he travelled unofficially ~ like when we went riding together in the forests.

      It would also be locked. One gate on each side of the mile-long tunnel, but I hoped to be able to blast those open. They were also guarded, but I would deal with those guards once I got there.

      The streets became quieter, the closer I came to the gate. The area around the gate was for grain storage and trade goods, and no-one lived there. Now that no-one was working, it was deserted.

      The sounds of the city dulled. We left most of the street lights behind us, giving me the shadows I had wanted earlier, but in this eerie silence, the shadows did not seem as friendly.

      Soon, all I heard were the horses’ hoof beats on the cobbles. Even the horses now spooked at the shadows, sidestepping and throwing their heads. My only consolation was the fact that we didn’t have much further to go.

      All we needed to do was convince the guards to let us go through, or we needed to stun the guards and force our way through. The guards would have torches, so we could have light to pass through the tunnel.

      It sounded easy enough in my head. I had stunned the elf with my blue magic without causing him any lasting harm, and I had hit him with all the power I had, along with ill intent.

      After my success with the magic in the courtyard, I felt more positive about my abilities. Maybe, I could control it, after all; I just needed to believe I could. I also needed to have enough energy for it.

      I looked ahead through the darkness. A streetlight illuminated the narrow street every hundred yards or so ~ only shadows in between.

      Lazuli raised her head, her motion suddenly jerky. Both horses had their attention fixed forward, staring ahead at something I could not see. I patted my mare’s neck, whispering to her.

      “Probably a cat.”

      Lazuli snorted softly.

      We rode on, but the horses did not relax. It disturbed me, and I decided not to take their warning lightly ~ not after everything that had happened to me lately.

      The light ahead strengthened as the additional light from the king’s gate came into view. It spread a pool of yellow light across the road, and I could clearly see that the ornate iron gate stood open.

      That was strange. I rode closer. The horses hesitated. I halted.

      I took a closer look at the scene ahead of me, while at the same time manoeuvring the horses deeper into shadow.

      At the edge of the pool of light lay a lump. I could only identify it by the colour of its guard’s uniform. Searching, I soon found another lump like it, a bit further on.

      Two dead guards. The horses pulled restlessly on their reins. I shivered. Something else was wrong.

      A familiar sound had me turn to the right. Softly whispered words, not close, barely audible. Elf magic, like the one the female elf had used, but this was a man’s voice.

      I heard another sound. To the left. When I looked back to the gate, two elves walked through it.

      I swallowed hard. The elves were in the city.
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      My blood turned to ice. I sat frozen on my horse, watching the elves walk casually across the open space between the gate and the warehouses opposite. Another three elves soon followed.

      Dark elves in Draeguard! And, they had killed the guards.

      Dressed all in black, I could barely see them once they stepped out of the light of the streetlamp, but I could tell they headed towards the sound of the whispered magic.

      Another two elves followed the first five shortly after, moving the dead guards into the flower beds before crossing over to where the others had gone.

      I waited a while longer, wondering if there would be more of them. When nothing happened for five minutes, and the whispering ceased, I decided that no more were coming and the others had moved on.

      With resentment, I turned the horses. I had come so far, and now I needed to go back. If only I knew how many more had made it through that gate besides the seven I had seen.

      One thing was for sure, though ~ the king needed to be warned. I could not leave without letting someone know what I had seen.

      Once I thought myself to be out of earshot of those warehouses, I urged the horses to a canter. Their hooves rang on the cobbled road, and I could only hope the elves didn’t hear me.

      The road that had taken me nearly half an hour on my way there took me barely ten minutes to get back. I galloped straight into the stableyard, causing some excitement amongst the soldiers still present there.

      “I need a captain,” I shouted, jumping off Lazuli. “Is there a captain here?”

      A handsome man in a captain’s uniform stepped through the archway into the stableyard at the commotion outside. He glowered at me, but I had no time for his displeasure.

      “I have an urgent message for Captain Jared. There are assassins within the walls. The king needs to be warned.”

      As quickly as I could, I told him what I’d seen. The man’s brows furrowed deeper the more I told him.

      “Are you sure they killed the guards?”

      “Yes.” Urgh, why did he keep asking questions?

      “And they have a sorcerer with them?”

      “Yes, please, hurry.”

      The captain hesitated, regarding me with a measuring glance, and I thought for a moment that he didn’t believe me, but then he uttered his orders to his men with urgency. Relieved, I left him to it.

      Lazuli pranced on the spot as I tried to get back into the saddle ~ I’d infected her with my panic. I stood still for a moment, calming myself. It would do no good if both of us had a hot head.

      She eventually calmed enough for me to get on. I rode away with my two mares under the curious glances of the assembled warriors.

      Having wasted too much time already, I rode back to the gate at a steady trot. Only when I got close, did I slow down again and approached with caution. I saw no elves.

      I saw no torches, either. If there had been torches, then the elves must have taken them. The tunnel loomed black and foreboding ahead of me.

      It didn’t only scare me, but the horses, as well. They baulked at the sight of the dark cavern, snorting restlessly and refusing to go forward. I put my hand on Lazuli’s neck to reassure her, but it didn’t help.

      The horses’ stomping and snorting would soon alert someone if I didn’t get them out of there quickly. I needed light. Holding up my hand, I let the blue glow spread from it.

      At least this I could control with ease. Making my palms glow had never been difficult. From the moment that magic started, this had been easy.

      With the way ahead lit, the horses stepped into the tunnel. They still trembled and snorted uneasily, but eventually settled down.

      I didn’t remember the tunnel to be as long as this ride felt, but then I had never ridden it during the night.

      Although the way forward was lit by my blue glow, the darkness pressing at my back sent shivers along my body. The urge to gallop through the tunnel became stronger the longer it took.

      I imagined all sorts of things in the dark. Creatures I’d read about in stories. My mind spiralled downwards, driving me to the verge of tears.

      Sounds amplified in the tunnel. Monsters scuttled about in the blackness beyond. Sharp teeth and slimy tongues reached out to get me.

      I turned and sent a blast of blue energy behind me. It illuminated the tunnel in dazzling blue light. Not a monster in sight.

      Great. Now the magic shoots from my hand. Where was it when the elves captured us? I shook, a sob escaping my throat.

      A different sound made me look ahead. Urgent male voices drifted down the tunnel. Quickly, I extinguished my light but instantly regretted it.

      With eyes like saucers, I stared into the darkness. Could elves see in the dark? The horses froze, refusing to move forward without seeing. The voices stopped, but I could now hear footsteps.

      My heart thudded in my chest. The urge to turn around and flee grabbed me, and it took all my willpower to resist it ~ I had come too far to give up now.

      The men ahead of me raised their voices in alarm. They could see in the dark! They’d seen me; it was now or never.

      I raised both hands in front of me, palms facing forward. I thought only of Thomas and what would happen to him if I failed.

      The push of energy that flew from my hand sent a shockwave of blue light through the tunnel at such speed that it threw the three elves that had been approaching flat to the ground.

      I had no time to check to see if they got up, or if they were still alive. Lazuli sprang forward in a great leap, nearly unseating me. Lorelei threw her head, yanking on the rein, almost dislocating my shoulder.

      I clung on, stunned by my own blast, and then put my heels to my horse, and dragged Lorelei along with us.

      We flew down the rest of the tunnel at breakneck speed and left the darkness, the monsters, and the elves behind us.

      The fresh, crisp air outside smacked me in the face after the dank air of the confined space of the tunnel.

      We raced up a short embankment, and I then kept the horses to a fast canter until we crested the rise that would lead us back to the main road.

      From there, I could see specks of orange zooming through the night sky above the city. Flaming arrows. The battle had begun.

      I knew how long Draeguard could last in a siege, especially with the charms around it that protected it. It was the elves within the city that worried me. Hopefully, that captain managed to get the message through to Jared and my father.

      Skirting around the city, I found my way back to the road that led to Clover Hill. I had to take a roundabout way, because the elven army now occupied most of the area.

      Once I was on the road, I set the horses to an easy trot that they could maintain for a good distance. Even at night, the forest remained friendlier than the tunnel, by far.

      Owls and other nighttime creatures gave a voice to the forest, and I let my fae magic spread from me, letting the animals know I meant them no harm. At least, in this forest, most things did not bear me ill will.

      The faint glow from my right hand spread only far enough for the horses to see where they were going. I didn’t want to attract any unfriendly attention.

      Between walking and trotting, we made it to the edge of Clover Hill by noon the next day. I found a narrow, overgrown forest path next to a river close to the town, and halted there to let the horses drink and rest.

      It would do no good to ride the horses into the ground. They needed rest, just as I did. I took two apples from my bag, shared one between the horses, and ate the other.

      While they grazed, I rested beneath the trees. I’d been awake all night, and I just needed to close my eyes. Not sleep, just rest. I couldn’t be careless now.

      The rhythmic chomping of the horses and the soft gurgling of the river soon had me drifting off into sleep, and I had to fight myself. Sitting up straighter against the tree, I forced my eyes open again.

      The horses still grazed peacefully. I knuckled my eyes.
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      Lapis Lazuli snorted, and I startled awake.

      I cursed myself. Scrambling to my feet, I went to stand next to the two mares to see what had spooked Lazuli.

      Still some way down the overgrown forest path, a group of riders approached. I couldn’t be sure from my position, but it looked to be at least twenty horses.

      My stomach knotted, and the blood drained from my face when I thought I recognised them as elves. Sunlight glinted off metal ~ probably warriors. Again, I couldn’t be sure, but I wasn’t going to take that chance.

      I wasted no time, but quickly retied the bags to the horses and swung myself into the saddle. I had to guide them up a steep embankment so we could ride deeper into the trees on the other side.

      We had not been on the path, but under some trees next to the river. Hopefully, that meant the elves had not seen us.

      The forest here did not have the brambly undergrowth of Raven Hall. I could ride between the trees even off the path and still make good time. Soon, I could not see the trail, or the riders, at all.

      I was just starting to hope when I heard the sound of horses moving through the trees behind me. My heart bounced in my chest.

      When I looked back, I saw two dark riders on dark horses moving through the trees. My hope faded.

      Branches whipped in my face as we crashed through the trees. I let the horses pick their own way lest they stumbled, but urged them to greater speed.

      I hoped that whoever was after me was hunting fae in general, and would give up the chase if I could outrun them long enough. Surely they would not ride too far from their troop.

      If, however, I had been recognised, the situation could be dire, but I doubted it; the distance had been too far, and I had not been directly in their path.

      The trees thinned up ahead, and I pushed the horses towards it. A shout from behind made me turn around to look. They had caught up, but not enough for me to recognise them.

      I turned my head back to the front. Searing pain shot through my mouth, and I grabbed the mare’s mane to stay in the saddle.

      Spitting blood, I leaned forward over her neck, cursing the branch that had whacked me in the face. Blood dribbled on Lazuli’s white neck, spotting it with red.

      Ducking under another branch, we crashed through the last of the trees and broke free. The road lay open and straight ahead of us.

      We startled a farmer with his vegetable cart and sprinted away at a gallop without looking back, the horses’ hooves drumming a steady rhythm on the hard sand of the road.

      My mouth throbbed with every step the horse took. I kept swallowing my blood, the salty, metallic taste making me gag.

      I didn’t dare wipe at it, not at this speed. The horses ran full tilt; I asked them for everything they had ~ urging them on with my body and sending waves of hazy-white fae magic their way.

      The road curved, and for a short while, I could not see the riders following me. When the road entered another forest, I thought it could be my opportunity to hide before they came into sight again.

      We dashed under the treeline at the same time that the riders behind us came into view. I heard the shout go up as they spotted me.

      The light dimmed under the trees, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. We were on a narrow path with pine trees left and right, imbuing their scent on the forest.

      The sandy path meant heavier going for the horses. They soon laboured through the sand, breathing heavy. Their speed declined.

      The path meandered through the pine forest, and I couldn’t see more than two hundred feet ahead of me before there was another bend.

      I pushed the horses harder, hoping to slip into the forest after one of the bends, but the elves had caught up, remaining within sight of me around every bend.

      One of the elves yelled again, and I thought I heard my name. With the sound of the horses in my ears, I could have been mistaken, but it still left me feeling like I’d been drenched with a bucket of ice water.

      I chanced a glance backwards. Darven’s grimace glaring at me over his horse’s neck had me yelling at Lazuli in panic.

      The poor horses ploughed onwards. Another corner loomed ahead. I pushed them towards it. Hope faded and the elves gained with every step.

      We thundered around the bend. The horses baulked, nearly unseating me from the saddle.

      Ahead, a horde of goblins, and their wagon with human goods, blocked the path.
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      The goblins yelled in surprise but recovered instantly to spread out to block my path.

      Frightened, Lorelei pulled on the lead rein, and it took all my strength to hold on to her. Lazuli threw her head and pranced beneath me, snorting her fear at the strange people before her.

      Behind me, the elves rounded the corner, coming to a sliding halt, spraying sand in all directions. Darven laughed when he took in the sight before him.

      “You have nowhere to go, Princess.”

      I sent every bit of fae magic I had in me to the horses, to give them courage, and I rode straight at the ox wagon. A shout went up from the goblins, but I screamed back at them.

      Pushing the mares, they ran at the wagon, then leapt over the tongue of the cart between the driver’s seat and the oxen, and landed on the other side on the empty path.

      I didn’t dare look back. Undoubtedly, the elves would follow my example, but for now, I had the path in front of me and the horses ran free.

      Twisting and turning, the narrow trail carried on. The horses slogged through the heavy sand, their breaths rasping in their throats.

      The hoofbeats behind me persisted, although they didn’t get any closer. Their horses were surely as tired as mine.

      Something had to give… and I didn’t want it to be my horses. If I carried on riding them like this, they would surely fall dead on the spot.

      White sweat lathered their necks, sweat dripped from their faces, and I could see in their eyes they only kept running for the love they had for me.

      We rounded another bend, and I noticed the trees around me. I pulled the horses to a stop. They stood with heads hanging down to the ground, their bodies heaving.

      Enough. No more. My nostrils flared as my anger surged, and my magic bubbled beneath the surface.

      When the elves came around the corner, I saw their horses were on the verge of collapse. One stumbled when the elf pulled him to a halt.

      “Stop,” I yelled, holding up my blue palm.

      Darven urged his horse towards me, but it refused to move. It stood quivering beneath him, barely hanging on.

      “Give yourself up, Princess,” Darven called over.

      “Never.”

      He laughed. “Your kingdom is surrounded. What do you hope to accomplish by fleeing from us?”

      I glared at him.

      “Our army is invading Draeguard even as we speak. If you turn your back on them now, there will be nothing to go back to. Will you not save them, Princess? It is in your power.”

      It had to be a trick. What did they want with me, and how could I save the kingdom?

      “Your lies are as tired as your horse,” I spat at him.

      Darven chuckled. “You may believe what you want. The fact is that if you come with us now, we might still be in time to stop the assassins sent to kill your father.”

      “My father isn’t that easily killed.”

      “Have you no desire to save your people?” Annoyance now tinged Darven’s voice. “All we need from you is to bring us the moonstones. Do that, and we will leave the fae alone.”

      “You underestimate the fae. We will not give in that easily.”

      With a hiss, Darven got off his horse. The other elf did the same. Stalking towards me, they drew their swords. Behind them, one of the horses sunk to its knees.

      “Negotiations are over,” Darven hissed under his breath.

      Once more, I considered fleeing now that they were off their horses, but it wouldn’t get me far. My horses were as tired as theirs.

      Suppressing the nausea I felt at what I had to do; I waited for the right moment. The elves came nearer.

      “If you value your life, you will pursue me no longer,” I tried to warn them.

      They laughed; so close now. I lifted my hand. The elves looked at it warily but continued their march through the sand towards me.

      Holding my breath, and cringing internally, I sent a massive blast of blue energy into the trees. The elves laughed, but I had hit my target.

      Before the elves could react, the old, rotten pine tree I’d singled out crashed across the path, burying the elves beneath it.

      The horses shied, and for the first moment, I had my hands full to calm them, but they were so tired it didn’t take long for them to settle down.

      Then, the full impact of what I had done penetrated my conscience.

      I stared at the huge tree; its bulk blocking the entire path. I could not see the horses on the other side. No sound came from beneath it.

      Darven and his man might have been evil, might have had evil intentions, but they had still been people. Now, they were dead. What did that make me?

      Dry sobs rose from deep within my chest. I had no tears for these men, but the ache within me was real.

      Shaking, I turned the horses around. At a slow walk, we rode away from the place where I had just killed two elves.
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      It took a long while for the horses to recover their breaths, but we ran into no further trouble along the road. By nightfall, I guided them off the path into the forest so we could all sleep.

      Total exhaustion kept me from having nightmares, for which I was glad. After a few hours of rest, even the horses had regained the spring in their step.

      We carried towards Oaktown before sunrise. I dreaded going back into Raven Hall Forest, but it was the only way. I only hoped I had rested enough, so I would have enough energy to spread my fae magic to keep the forest happy.

      What Darven had said troubled me, and I kept thinking about it. My father had said an army of the size camped outside Draeguard’s walls was nothing to worry about, but what if reinforcements were on their way?

      I also didn’t know how many elves had made it into Draeguard. I had only seen seven, but there could have been thirty, for all I knew, plus they had that sorcerer with them.

      The thought of what could be, and what might happen, chased each other around in my head as I rode along. There was nothing I could do, but pray the captain had done his duty, and my father was right about the army.

      The outskirts of Oaktown were quiet, and we rode by unseen. When we entered the forest, it was as dark and malicious as I remembered it. Shivers trailed their cold fingers down my spine.

      I soon found the main road that led south and followed it. Lorelei took the lead once we were on it, and I figured she would know the way. It used to be her home, after all.

      The forest darkened around us as the sun slowly set. Strange creatures scuttled about in the undergrowth, and some of the noises I could not identify.

      The light from my palm illuminated our way, and it gave us some comfort in the oppressing darkness of this forest.

      We could not ride forever, though, and I searched for a place where we could rest. In most areas, the undergrowth was too thick to penetrate, but I didn’t want to sleep on the road.

      Eventually, I found a deer trail, and we followed it only deep enough into the forest so we could not be seen from the road.

      I tied the horses to a tree and looked around. I could think of more pleasant places to sleep, but I’d have to make the best of it.

      Earthmagic only worked on natural things, and we often used it to grow plants. I now offered the forest to help it develop new shoots if it let me rest for a bit.

      Spreading my arms, I let my fae magic spread from me in wisps of white. The forest’s energy responded, agreeing to my terms.

      A few steps further away, I asked the ground to reveal what seeds it held. Using similar magic, I then made them sprout and grow. I could feel the energy of their new life tingle along my skin.

      Soon, green shoots shot through the brown brambles, making the area a friendlier place. I sat down beside them and closed my eyes, knowing that, for a while, at least, the forest would look after me.
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      In my dreams, I struggled to breathe. My chest felt tight, and I couldn’t move. Panicked, I woke with a start, only to find myself bound and unable to move.

      Dark roots and ground vines slithered across the forest floor towards me. My subconscious recognised it was morning.

      Tight tendrils coiled around my chest, while others bound my arms and legs. I kicked and wriggled, but they only pulled tighter.

      The horses became nervous at my panic and milled around, pulling on their tethers. The vines reached up, gently touching the horses, testing them.

      I struggled harder but found it worsened my position. The plants would choke me to death. Already, I could barely breathe.

      Lazuli whinnied in fright as a coil attached itself to her leg. She kicked out furiously. I had to do something now.

      Closing my eyes, I forced myself to be calm and let my fae magic spread from me. The roots coiled around me, slithering and invading, but I remained still, with only soft, wispy-white magic flowing from me.

      My heart pounded loud in my ears as the moments passed, but then the movement of the tendrils stopped. I stayed still. The coils retracted.

      I sat up and watched the last of the vines retreat into the forest. They had let me sleep through the night. I must have overstayed my welcome, and now it was time to leave. The shoots I had asked to grow had shot up to over a yard tall already.

      I wasted no more time; the forest had made itself clear.

      We found our way back to the road and, after making sure there was no-one else on it, carried on our route.

      Lorelei led us unerringly to the spot where the dark elf had first revealed the magical forest. We halted there, and I spoke the words in the fae tongue, mixing the two spells, hoping it would work from this side.

      The world around us shimmered, slowly revealing the other forest through the magical tear. It took longer than before, and considerably more energy.

      I wondered if that was because I came from the other side, or because they had shored up their defences. Either way, when the horses stepped through into the elven forest, I hung weakly in the saddle, trying to regain my strength.

      The atmosphere in this forest was instantly different. The two parts of Raven Hall could not be more dissimilar. Once this forest had recognised me as its friend, the goodwill it showed towards me was palpable.

      By pressing my palms to a tree, I let the forest feel my energy and apologised for my weak state. It let me pass on a promise to do some healing of its sick plants as soon as my strength returned.

      The road to the elven compound seemed longer than I remembered. It left me too much time to think, and my mind wandered back home, hoping I’d made the right decision.

      Once my strength allowed it, I healed the ailing plants I passed, wondering what had befallen them that made them ill like that. I could find no cause for the sickness within the soil.

      It also made me think less of the elves for caring so little for their forest that they should neglect it so.

      As day turned into night, I began to question whether I was on the right path, but Lorelei kept walking undeterred forwards.

      I was sure it had not taken us this long the last time; the elves must have put up additional spells or protections around the forest to mislead intruders.

      Only, it didn’t work so well on Lorelei. I trusted the mare to lead me true, and I eventually saw lights flickering through the trees ahead.

      I dismounted and led the horses forward with caution. Before we got too close, I guided the horses off the path and tied them to a tree. They would have to wait for me there.

      Alone, I carried on through the darkness, keeping to the edge of the forest. I soon reached the edge of the courtyard where we had dismounted when the goblins had brought us here.

      Voices drifted over to me, and I cowered under a fern, remaining motionless. The voices continued at the same tone; they didn’t notice me.

      Peering out from behind my fern, I tried to assess the situation. Most of the area remained in darkness. From what I remembered of the layout, the house was to my right.

      The sound of the waterfall confirmed my assumption. Only two lights lit the upper story of the beautiful dwelling, keeping the rest completely hidden. One dim light at the bottom I guessed to be the entrance to the goblin quarters.

      Ahead of me, a patch of complete blackness stretched for at least a hundred and fifty feet before several lights lit a row of smaller houses. The voices came from there.

      I tried to remember what was between here and those houses, but I didn’t think I paid attention to that the last time I was here.

      Sneaking out from behind the fern, I carried on towards the house. Once I reached the courtyard itself, I pressed my back against its dark wall and crept along it.

      A laugh broke the silence, and I froze, my heart racing in my chest. By the guttural sounds of the raised voices coming from the other side, I could now tell they were goblins.

      They were in good spirits, laughing, singing, and someone played the flute. No doubt celebrating the absence of the elves. I’d celebrate, too, if I were them.

      I waited a moment longer, giving my heart some time to slow. In full control of myself again, I padded forwards.

      Halfway across the yard, the darkness pressed itself on me, leaving me feeling vulnerable out in the open. The temptation to light my palm was nearly irresistible.

      I focussed on the dim light ahead of me. From this distance, I could now see that it illuminated the green exit door of the basement section of the elf-house.

      Something inside me told me I was going to make it. Hope had been such a fickle thing these past few days. A hesitant smile spread across my face as I walked towards the door.

      An arrow whistled past my ear and bounced off the wall with a clang. A man yelled, even as I ducked, shielding my head with my hands.

      Terrified, I looked around to find where the threat came from. The man yelled again, telling me not to move.

      I looked up and found a guard standing on a balcony of Darven’s house, aiming his bow at me.
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      I stared at the guard on the balcony, and something snapped inside of me. I had come too far to give up now. Standing up straight, I sent a well-aimed blast of light right at him.

      Without waiting to see what happened to him, I sprinted for the door and yanked it open. A lamp in the middle of the corridor cast enough light for me to see by, and I went straight to the room where they had tortured Thomas.

      Blood still stained the floor, and shackles still hung from the ceiling. It reeked in here. Wrinkling my nose, I wasted no time in the room and stepped back into the corridor.

      “Thomas,” I called out. I didn’t care if anybody else heard me. “Thomas.”

      “Here.” The voice was soft, but unmistakably his.

      “Thomas, where are you?”

      He hit his fist on his door, and I followed the sound.

      “Thomas?” I pressed my ear against the door.

      “In here,” he answered, his voice a little louder now.

      “Stand back; I’m going to blast it open.”

      I stepped back across the corridor and then aimed a blast at the door lock. The area around the lock splintered, and the door swung open. My confidence definitely made this magic work better.

      Thomas appeared in the opening, and I cringed at his appearance. He didn’t wear a shirt, and cuts and bruises covered his entire torso. His face looked no better.

      “Goddess, what have they done to you?”

      “I’m alright.”

      After everything that happened, with everything that was going on, my mind was obviously not thinking clearly, for I now stepped forward and took Thomas in my arms.

      He hugged me back, but the seconds drew out, and the awkwardness became tangible. We stepped apart, my face aflame. I turned to hide my embarrassment.

      “You smell bad,” I told him.

      “I know,” he gave a tired and weak chuckle.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      The moment we turned down the corridor towards the exit, we heard boots coming down the stairs behind us. We needed to hurry.

      The darkness of the exit loomed ahead of us, and we sprinted through it. Even with his injuries, Thomas kept pace with me and was only half a step behind when we broke out into the yard.

      We slid to a halt as a group of dark figures surrounded us. Thomas grabbed my hand and pressed his back to mine.

      Fire flared, and a goblin lit torches, which he passed around. Twenty, or more, goblins had us surrounded, their weapons drawn. They stared at us in creepy silence.

      “Did you think you were going somewhere,” a voice behind us said.

      Several elf guards spread out around behind the goblins, while another pushed his way through the goblins into the middle of the circle.

      “Darven will be pleased with our little catch. You shouldn’t have come back for your boyfriend.”

      “He is not my boyfriend, and we are going somewhere.”

      I didn’t wait for the guard’s reply. Pushing my right hand in front of me, I blasted the goblins who were in my way.

      As if by some signal, the rest attacked. They didn’t even wait for the elf to give an order. I handed Thomas the knife from my pack, which I had brought for him.

      Shooting blasts in all directions, we managed to creep across the yard, getting closer to the forest. The elf guard evaded my attacks by hiding behind goblins, then sneaking closer. Coward.

      Thomas defended himself the best he could, but in his weak state, he stuck to the back of me, slicing at anyone who came too close.

      We’d almost made it all the way across when I heard the elf shout.

      “Sorena, a little help.”

      I wondered if he was asking his goddess for help when I saw the female elf that had tortured Thomas. The same elf that had taken away my magic. The sorceress.

      She walked towards me now, mumbling under her breath and focussing her eyes just on me. I couldn’t look away, worried about what she was going to do, and then, she made the motions ~ the same waving of the hand she’d made in the torture room.

      The blue glow from my hand faded. The remaining goblins pushed in closer. The goblins I stunned got back to their feet. I reached for the other dagger.

      Thomas and I crouched, back to back, ready to make a last stand. The goblins’ broad, curved swords glinted in the torchlight. They came at us now. Crowding us. Swinging their weapons.

      A blast of silver magic sent the goblins staggering to their knees around us. They cowered there, struggling to get back up. Another burst of magic went over their heads, aimed at Sorena.

      The elven sorceress raised her hands in defence, pushing out a feeble grey smoke, but it did nothing to stop the magic that attacked her. Grimacing, she sunk to her knees.

      Then, another wave hit the elven guards. They screamed, and dropped their weapons, clasping their hands as if they’d burned them.

      My hand lit up again, glowing blue of its own accord. Around us, the goblins got back to their feet, the spell wearing off. I spun, shooting them backwards with my blue magic.

      Another blast of silver magic washed over the elves, making them double over, and sink to their knees. Twice they tried to get up, and twice more silver shot out from the shadows until the elves eventually stayed still.

      Thomas and I turned to where the silver magic had come from.

      A figure stepped out of the darkness of the forest. As the person neared the torches the goblins had dropped, Thomas and I saw it was a woman wearing a long, red coat.

      “Arianna,” Thomas’ shout startled me.

      He left my side and ran to her. They embraced. Arianna looked up and reached a hand out to me.

      “Are you alright?” she asked, holding us both to her like we were both her children.

      I couldn’t speak. I’d never felt the comfort of a mother’s embrace, and after what we’d been through, I wanted this to last a little longer.

      “We need to leave,” she said, far too soon. “My spells won’t last forever. Come.”

      We followed her back to the horses. She had tied her Gypsy horse alongside my two mares, and I quickly patted the big gelding on the neck, glad to see him.

      “I’m sorry, Thomas,” I said, “I had no time to look for your horse.”

      He smiled weakly. “We’ll get him next time.”

      With Arianna in the lead, the way back seemed quicker than my way there, probably because this time, I wasn’t alone, in the dark.

      Arianna quickly wove the magic that brought us back to the dreary part of Raven Hall Forest. She barely paused her riding to cast the spell, and we were on our way on the other side before I could see what she’d done.

      I could tell that Arianna had incredible power, whatever kind of magic she possessed, and I had a strange desire to learn from her.

      “Arianna, may I ask you something?”

      “All things may be asked, Dana, but not all things have an answer.”

      I took that as a ‘yes,’ even if it confused me. “How did you know where to find Thomas?”

      Thomas grinned at me, and I suddenly knew that even if I had not gone to rescue him, he would have been alright.

      “When Thomas didn’t return from taking you home, I performed a tracking spell. They are tricky and only possible if you have the blood of the person you are seeking.”

      My eyes widened, and I stared at her.

      “Ever since Thomas started looking for his father and going into foreign cities, we’ve had this arrangement that he leaves me with a vial of his blood before he departs on a trip.”

      She laughed at the look on my face.

      “This wasn’t the first time I had to use it. Thomas knows how to get himself into trouble.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be angry or amazed.

      I had abandoned my father, my people, my kingdom during their most dire moment to rescue someone who didn’t actually need saving.

      Of course, I hadn’t known that at the time, and if I were honest, I’d probably still have ridden out to save Thomas. Besides, a tracking spell?

      I swallowed my pride. “That’s pretty awesome.”

      “It also saves lives.”

      “Could I ask you something else?” I requested after a moment’s thought.

      Arianna smiled at me.

      “Why can Sorena disable my blue magic?”

      “She can’t, Dana, she can only make you think she can.”

      My ears glowed hot as Sorena’s whispered words surfaced in my memory. A spell, cleverly spoken to deceive me. My foolishness knew no bounds.

      “Sorena is devious and will employ whatever trick necessary to get what she wants.” Arianna brought her horse closer to mine. “Even the best spell weavers have fallen prey to her mischief before.”

      It did not soothe the anger within me. No matter how I looked at it, I remained a fool.

      “You only need to realise that she is manipulating you, and you will be able to work against her. Then, you will be able to use your magic despite her spell. It might take some practice, but I don’t doubt you have the ability.” Arianna’s face softened into a smile.

      Despite myself, I smiled back. Arianna’s eyes held so much warmth; I could get lost in them. At least, it’s what I liked to believe.

      “The elves sent an army to Draeguard.” I took advantage of Arianna’s gentle mood. “The city is under attack, and we could use your help. Will you come back with me?”

      Arianna’s smile faded. “Dana, we will accompany you to Oaktown but will have to say goodbye to you there. Our kind is not welcome in Draeguard, and especially not now that it is under attack.”

      “But you could help.”

      “The fae council would not see it that way. They would assume we were allies of the elves, spies, or assassins. We cannot risk going back with you. I am sorry, Princess.”

      I knew she meant it when she called me princess. My heart sank. I risked everything for them.

      The dreary forest of Raven Hall passed in a blur. Arianna led the way, bringing us to Oaktown without the forest causing us any delays. It seemed to harbour less resentment towards Arianna than it held towards me.

      “You can keep Lorelei.” An awkward smile spread across my face, but it was the least I could do now that Thomas’ horse got left behind at the elven compound.

      “Thanks, uhm,” he looked down, playing with the reins, “will I see you again?”

      Blood crept into my cheeks. It was my turn to look at my hands. “Maybe, after the battle. Thanks for everything.”

      Once we turned our horses in opposite directions, and I rode for home, a heavy hollowness formed in my chest.

      The loneliness seeped into my bones, making me shiver. I rode in a trance, the road a distant backdrop to my inner thoughts.

      I encountered neither elf, nor goblin, nor fae, but even if I had, I doubt I would have noticed. The road ahead stretched endlessly before me, so much harder to travel now.

      Mistakes I could not undo. Elves I could not bring back to life. Friends I could not take with me. Thomas I could not…

      My heart stuttered. My own thoughts frightened me.

      The morning sun blinded me as I rode down the hill towards the fields leading up to Draeguard. I guided Lapis Lazuli off the path, seeking shelter behind the trees.

      Squinting, I looked down on the fields. The elven army had left them trampled, muddy, and bleak. Fires burned in places around their greyish tents. I couldn’t see any elves.

      Carefully, I rode down the hill and towards the main gate. My error soon became clear. Shouts and the clash of metal on metal drifted to my ears. The big doors of the gate hung shattered on their massive hinges.

      Lazuli, although tired from the long trip, danced beneath me at the noise. Smoke billowed from the burning guards’ building.

      “Shh,” I soothed the mare and rode slowly forward.

      As I neared the broken gate, I could see fighting within the streets. Draeguard soldiers battling elf warriors. But, it looked to me as if the main fight was already over.

      Rubble littered the streets, and I could see citizens pulling the injured to safety. Some roofs smouldered or burned, and people manned the hoses to douse the fires.

      All the worst thoughts raced through my mind as I imagined what happened here. How many had died? Did they break through to the palace? Was my father safe?

      I put my heels to Lazuli, and she sprang forward through the rubble of the gate and on into the streets of Draeguard. Her hoofs rang loud on the cobbles as I urged her on.

      We passed tired-looking warriors still holding off the last elves within the streets. I sent well-aimed blasts of blue magic their way, to give the Draeguardians the upper hand.

      The forecourt to the palace was empty besides some injured soldiers. I didn’t bother with riding around to the stables but rode Lazuli up the steps straight into the palace.

      Once I reached the massive foyer, I let her go and ran on down the first corridor. The clash of steel rang loud throughout the palace. I could see people fighting if I looked over the railings onto the floor beneath.

      An elf darted around the corner and nearly collided with me. I barely had time to notice the flash of metal as he drew his sword; his mouth a gruesome black grimace.

      I ducked, slid sideways, and shot out both my arms, releasing a wave of magic, which sent the elf crashing into the wall beside him. He crumpled to the floor.

      “Dana?”

      “Father?” I looked up as he came around the corner, wearing full armour.

      “Are you hurt? Did he hurt you?” He reached down and picked me up.

      “I’m fine,” I mumbled into his bear-hug. “I am happy to see you, too.”

      My father took a step away, his hands still on my arms. His eyes sternly fixed on mine.

      “What were you thinking? I have been sick with worry. We sent riders to look for you. Where have you been?”

      “Father, I told you I had to save my friend.”

      A frown appeared on his face. “You left for that?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      He shook his head. “We don’t have time to discuss this, now. We don’t know how many elves are still in the palace. Let me take you to the safe-room.”

      “No, I can help.”

      “Dana, this is too dangerous. I will not argue with you about this.”

      Angry shouts and running footsteps made us turn around. At the corner of the corridor, an elf knelt on a soldier, driving a knife into his chest. Two more elves ran our way; one of them firing a bow.

      Blood rushed in my ears, and I took a step forward, my hands spread out in front of me. A blue disk of magic as wide as the corridor spread from my fingers to wash down its length, obliterate the arrow, and knock down the elves.

      In the silence that followed, the king stared at me.

      “I can help, Father,” I repeated, trying not to tremble.

      “I see.” He’d gone pale.

      My father took me by my arm and led me down the stairs to the next level of the palace.

      “I received your warning about the assassin,” he said as we walked. “We searched for them for days without success, and then before sunrise this morning they opened the city gates from the inside.”

      He pulled me behind a pillar as two soldiers ran past, chasing a lone elf.

      “Councillor Herold is dead,” my father continued. “Assassinated. Poisoned dart.”

      “No.”

      “I’m sure they were after me, too, but we took all the precautions, thanks to you.”

      We stopped, again, as several soldiers came running along the gallery, followed by an elder and two councillors. The scene made my hair stand on end.

      “The vault,” one of them yelled. “They’re in the vault.”

      My stomach turned. “The moonstones.”

      The king took charge of the soldiers and led them on down into the lower level of the palace. I raced along with them, my heart beating faster than my footsteps.

      We entered the corridor to the elder’s wing and got waylaid immediately by a group of elven warriors.

      The Draeguardian soldiers, led by their king, attacked. Steel on steel. Man to man. I was left standing helpless, as I couldn’t risk hitting one of our own with my magic.

      The fighting moved along the narrow corridor; a forest of stomping legs, heaving bodies, blocking shields, and swinging swords. I cringed. I could make it.

      Pressing myself against the wall, with my hands glowing blue and facing the fighting, I moved along the corridor. I had to duck, dodge, and evade, but I made it past them.

      With my heart beating frantically and dreading the worst, I raced down the rest of the corridor, then down towards the vault.

      The gate stood open, a dead elder prone before it. My steps faltered as I walked on into the vault.

      The moonstones ~ four of them were gone.
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      “Dana, look at me. Open your eyes.”

      Nausea wormed its way through my body and threatened to come out my top end if my father didn’t stop shaking me. I pried one eye open.

      “What happened?”

      “You fainted, my faeling,” my father said gently.

      “I never faint.”

      “Well, you did, the second, or is it the third, time this month, too. I guess, finding the moonstones gone was too much for you.”

      Now, the nausea returned. Leaning over my father’s arm, I retched onto the floor of the vault.

      “Oh, dear. Never mind. Let me take you to your room.”

      I took the handkerchief my father handed me and wiped my mouth. The room swam in front of me as I clutched my father’s arm.

      Soldiers moved all around us, helping their wounded or dragging the elves away to the dungeons.

      “How did they get out?” I asked. “How did they take the moonstones?”

      “We don’t know, yet,” my father said as he half carried me, “but we will find out.”

      Throughout the palace, the fighting ceased. By the time we reached the top level, I found my feet again and walked the rest of the way to my bedroom.

      “I don’t know what came over me.”

      “You are a daughter of the fae, Dana.” He stroked my cheek. “The stones channel and store all our magic. You are more connected to it than you think.”

      My stomach roiled again, but I kept it down as I sat on my bed. Rosalie brought me a glass of water.

      “We have always managed to keep the moonstones safe within the kingdom,” my father folded my hands in his, “but now we have been presented with a challenge, and this, too, we shall overcome.”

      A smile tugged on the corner of my mouth. I almost believed him. “We have to get them back. What do you think they want with them?”

      “I don’t know, Dana, but let’s not give them a chance to use them. The council will meet tomorrow to discuss how to get them back.”

      “I think I might know where they are taking them,” I blurted out, feeling stronger by the minute.

      “You do? How?”

      “They held me captive in the elven forest.”

      “Captive? Dana, after you rest, it is time you tell me the entire story of what happened to you while you were away. I also want you present at the council meeting tomorrow. Your input may be invaluable.”

      “Father, this can’t wait until tomorrow.”

      “No argument. Rosalie will look after you now. Rest, and then come to see me in the morning to discuss matters before we go to the council.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead.

      “No.” I stood up but swayed, and my father had to grip my arm so I wouldn’t fall. “By tomorrow, it could be too late,” I said weakly.

      “Dana, I have sent riders out looking for the elves and the stones. Some of my best trackers. I will gather the war council in the morning. Until then, you must rest.”

      When I nodded, he leaned over and once more kissed my forehead before leaving.

      Rosalie replaced my father as she knelt in front of me to take off my boots. I didn’t argue. I let her undress me and tuck me into bed.

      The tiny crystals sewn into the curtaining of my four-poster bed swam in my vision, drifting out of focus, drifting off to sleep.

      

      “I cannot believe you were held captive. I was not informed of what you told the council while I was still in the dungeon.” My father’s voice dropped; a sure sign of anger. “I will speak to William about this.”

      The early morning sun streamed in through my father’s office window, casting long shadows of his furniture across his room.

      “I only told them what they needed to hear at the time, Father. There is so much more to the truth. What is important is that I know the way into the forest. I could lead your men to recover the stones.”

      “Absolutely not, young lady.”

      After sixteen years, I knew not to argue with that voice.

      “You can tell the council what they need to know, just keep your mention of your blue magic to a minimum. It is bad enough you made such a display of yourself when you came to rescue me.”

      Blood rushed to my face in a violent explosion. “Display of myself?”

      “Dana…” He held up his hands. He knew that voice, too. “What I meant was that the councillors are not used to this kind of magic, and they look at it with superstition.”

      “I am not used to this kind of magic.” My face still glowed. “The way you talk about it I could swear you are afraid of it, too.”

      My father put his elbows on the table and combed his fingers through his blonde hair. “Maybe I am, Dana. I’m afraid for you. All I know is that it is powerful and potentially dangerous.”

      “Dangerous?”

      He sat up and looked at me. “Have you learned to control it, yet?”

      “I have some measure of control over it.”

      “Good. Good,” he mumbled.

      “Father, I need to know what is happening to me. I found Arianna, but she wouldn’t help me.”

      The shock on my father’s face startled me. His eyes stared darkly at me from his ghostly appearance.

      “I wasn’t thinking clearly when I told you to find her. I should never have mentioned her to you. It is best you forget all about her.”

      Heat rose to my face anew, and my heart pounded unevenly. “After everything I’ve been through, you tell me it was a mistake? I could have just stayed at home?”

      “Faeling, please.”

      I closed my eyes. I breathed. Through the nose. One. Two. Three.

      “If you hadn’t gone, we would not have known about the elves. You did well, Dana. I am so proud of you.”

      Alright, maybe he had a point. I opened my eyes.

      “But, please, promise me you will never seek out Arianna again. Can you do that?”

      My skin prickled. “Why not?”

      “Because she is dangerous. She could cause this kingdom great harm, faeling. Greater harm than you could ever imagine.”

      I watched him, looked into his eyes. He believed what he said. My heart and my mind were at odds. “Alright, Father.”

      “Good. Now, let us go meet the council.”

      My father’s guards fell in line behind us when we exited the office, and they followed us to the council hall, which already bustled with councillors and captains.

      Councillor William gave me the evil eye as I entered with my father, but I ignored him.

      “My daughter has been to one of the elven strongholds and will give testimony to the captains,” my father opened the meeting once everyone took their seats.

      I cringed as the hall filled with whispered voices.

      “Why was she there?”

      “Did she lead the elves here?”

      “Did she tell the elves about the moonstones?”

      “How do we know she is not a traitor?”

      I shrank back towards the podium until I bumped against it.

      “Silence,” the king yelled. “Dana was captured by the elves and held against her will. She has information about how to get into the elven portion of Raven Hall. You will listen.”

      In the awkward silence that followed, Captain Jared stepped forward to join me next to the podium.

      “I will be leading the expedition, Princess Dana. Please, tell me every detail.”

      My father nodded, and I began, leaving out only the fact that I had gone back a second time to rescue Thomas, which I had not even told my father in detail.

      I also didn’t mention how big a part my blue magic played in the success of my journey, but stressed the importance of the fae healing magic to them, or they would not be able to pass through the forest.

      The sun began its descent when we returned to our chambers. I seethed internally that we had wasted an entire day on talk and strategy when an army could already have been on its way.

      My father would ride beside Captain Jared to retrieve the moonstones, followed by one hundred of our best cavalry.

      “Have I not proven to you that I can fight? That I am capable of looking after myself?” I asked as my father walked me back to my room.

      “You cannot come with us. It is too dangerous.”

      “But, Father. I know more about it than any of you.”

      “Dana…” That voice again. He stopped in the middle of the passage and turned to me. “Enough argument, now. I will be leaving in the morning, and I need to know that I can rely on you while I am gone.”

      My shoulders dropped. I hated being a princess. “Yes, Father.”

      He smiled and pulled me into a hug. I drew comfort from it, as I had done as a little child, but it didn’t ease my misgivings about his quest.

      “Come now. I need to prepare for tomorrow. Will you see me off in the morning?”

      As if I wouldn’t. My father saw me to the door of my room where he bid me goodnight. I watched his broad back until he turned the corner at the end of the passage.

      Too early to sleep, too late to go into the city to see Alyssa. I dismissed my servants and sat on my bed.

      The silky tassels of the blanket slid through my fingers as I twirled them, while I fretted about what the elves could be doing with our moonstones. I felt so helpless sitting here.

      The stones had always been part of my life and had never been at the forefront of my thoughts. Now, however, I couldn’t keep my mind off them. I longed for them. Craved them.

      The hollowness ached within me. I dropped the tassels and wrapped my arms around myself, rocking my body. I needed those stones.

      Maybe, I could try one more time to convince my father to allow me to accompany him. I rose from the bed. Then, I sat down again. He would not allow it.

      I started to rock again ~ restless. Too many things did not add up. Why had my father sent me to Arianna, but now wanted me to forget about her?

      Why would he not let me go with them to retrieve the stones when I clearly knew the way and had proven that I could handle the trip? Even by myself.

      What did he know about my magic that he was not telling me? I was sure there was something he knew. And, what made him believe Arianna was dangerous?

      Suspicion crept over me like a dark shadow, discolouring my trust. I needed to test him. But how? A thin smile spread across my face as an idea formed in my head.

      Taking a pen and some paper, I wrote a few words, then hurried to my father’s rooms.

      “Come in, faeling,” he answered immediately when I knocked.

      “May I ask a favour, please, Father?”

      “I thought you’d gone to bed. What do you need?”

      “Do you remember the shifter I told you about? The one that helped me and saved me?”

      “Yes. What of him?” His eyes narrowed.

      “I would that you grant him freedom of the city so that he may visit me. He has become my friend, and I fear we might lose contact now that I am home.”

      My father regarded me sternly. I didn’t flinch. Everything depended on the outcome of his decision.

      “Very well, faeling. You may have your wish.”

      “What?” Not the answer I expected.

      No shifter had set foot in Draeguard in centuries. I thought my father’s animosity towards Arianna stemmed from the fact she wasn’t fae. Allowing Thomas into Draeguard dispelled my theory.

      I blinked rapidly, holding back the tears. “Thank you.”

      “Bring me my seal. I’ll sign the decree now. Is there a message you want to send?”

      I held out the scrunched up paper I wrote in my room. My father took it and then folded it into the official decree, before sealing it with his stamp.

      “Do you know where to send it to? I can dispatch a rider now if you like.”

      “Thank you, Father. I’ll take it down.”

      I hugged him and quickly left before he could change his mind. Too easy, my mind screamed at me.

      It did not fully restore my trust in my father, but having Thomas here would probably make me a whole lot happier. I blushed, then laughed. A servant looked at me as I skipped down the stairs to the stables.

      After handing the missive to a messenger with the instructions, I returned to my room. The moon shone in through my window, and I looked at it for a moment.

      I raised my hands, palms up. Two blue spheres floated above each palm, spinning slowly. Quite beautiful. I brought my hands together, and the spheres merged.

      Arianna had the answers. I knew she did. I needed to see her. What was it that Thomas had said? Arianna was so much more than a witch.

      I let the glow fade from my hands and put them in my pockets. So many things didn’t make sense. Even being an outcast, why would a ‘more-than-a-witch’ raise a shifter?

      Our society didn’t work like that. We didn’t mingle with other races, which was why my father granting Thomas leave to visit the city was such a miracle.

      Thomas had said his mother died when he was a toddler of only two years. Why had his father not taken care of him? How had he ended up with Arianna? I vowed to ask him when he arrived here.

      Irritated, I turned from the window. I walked into my cupboard and searched the hangers for my favourite nightdress. There was a chill in the air tonight.

      Standing in front of the mirror, I brushed out my hair. It contrasted starkly against the whiteness of the nightdress, and I cursed my red hair ~ so un-fae like.

      With eighty per cent of the fae population having blonde hair, my red hair always stood out. Some tended towards brown, and some even auburn, but I took the auburn to another level.

      My restlessness didn’t let me sleep. The questions chased each other around in my head. Worry for my father nagged me. The longing for the stones maddened me.

      “Urgh.” I couldn’t stand it.

      Slipping my feet into a pair of shoes, I left my room. At this hour, not many people walked the palace, and I didn’t have much problem sneaking around unseen.

      The corridors were empty of rubble and dropped swords; the evidence from the fight cleaned up.

      I descended the stairs to the lower levels, shivering in the cold marble halls of the palace in my nightdress. Hurrying, I slipped into the corridor to the elder quarters. No signs of the fight remained, here, either.

      A little further on, I heard voices. Hiding behind a pillar, I listened. Two men talked about their day. I peeked around the corner. The guards had their backs turned to me.

      I looked over to the prayer room, but couldn’t see the elders. Fingers crossed and hoping for the best, I dashed around the pillar and sprinted down the passage to the vault.

      Only the elders and those of the royal line could open the gate to the vault. It remained a mystery how the elves had known to use an elder to unlock the gate.

      I pressed my hand against the locking mechanism, and a hundred gears moved to unlock the trellis-like gate to the vault. I cringed at the click-click-clicks it made.

      Eight stones sat on their velvet pedestals. Mother-of-Pearl orbs, glowing dimly, calling me to them.

      The four empty nests glared at me like raw wounds. Each one hurt; digging its accusing finger into my conscience.

      When I had stolen a peek at them when I was younger, all twelve had sat on their pedestals. Back then, they had just been pretty. Today, I needed them as they needed me.

      I approached the dais. My hands reached out and trailed along the stones. They glowed brighter in the places where I touched them. Their energy flowed through me.

      Turning towards the dais, I laid both my hands on a stone each. My body trembled as the stones under my hands became hot and glowed blue.

      The glow travelled along my arms, surged through my body, filled me. So much energy. I couldn’t let go. My vision turned blue. Everything turned blue. I became a glowing beacon, shining a light straight up into the night sky above.

      “It’s the child of the prophecy,” an elder said behind me, falling to his knees.

      “The child of the prophecy!”
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      “The vault was filled with a blue glow so bright we had to shield our eyes as we approached.” Elder Bryony waved her hand dramatically in the air. “And there she stood, boldly touching the stones.”

      Elder Sam took up the story. “We ran to stop her, but then she exploded with light. It burst from her, pouring out of her. Her eyes glowed as some demon possessed, and a beam of blue shot to the heavens from her chest.”

      “It is the child of the prophecy,” Elder Theon said for the hundredth time.

      They carried on regaling my father with the retelling of my trip into the vault while I sat rolling my eyes in the corner of the council hall.

      Child of the prophecy. The elders had probably drunk too much wine during the night. All that had happened was that I had lost control of this darned blue magic.

      “Dana,” my father called to me, making the entire council hall look at me, “is there anything you would like to add to this?”

      My blood ran cold at his tone. His army was supposed to leave at sunrise to ride to the elven stronghold to retrieve the lost moonstones, but now he was stuck here, reprimanding me, cutting into his precious hours of rest.

      “No, Father.”

      “Do you want to tell me why you were in the vault?”

      “I don’t know.” I hesitated. They would never understand. “The stones called to me.”

      “It’s the prophecy, my Lord,” Elder Theon repeated.

      “This is nonsense,” Councillor William cut in. “Can none of you see what is going on here? She is just using this strange magic of hers to get what she wants, but all of you are failing to ask the most important question.”

      “And, what might that be, Councillor William?” the king asked with narrowed eyes.

      “What evil magic is it she is using?”

      I shrank deeper into my corner of the council hall. It wasn’t my fault this magic had attached itself to me. The councillors and captains around me murmured uncomfortably.

      “Who says the magic is evil, Councillor? Could it not come from the moonstones? You say it is the prophecy,” my father asked.

      Councillor William’s face turned red. He and my father stared at each other. To me, it looked like unspoken words were hanging between them.

      Elder Theon stepped forward, a gleeful grin on his face. “It is moon magic, my Lords.” A collective ‘ahh’ rose from the crowd. “But, it has nothing to do with the moonstones. It is other magic. Different magic than our own. The child of the prophecy will cause great unrest within our nation, and if she also wields the moon magic...” he paused.

      Great. That would not endear me to the councillors. My father glowered at the elder.

      Elder Theon continued, “For a fae will rise and come to power, and she will break the ivory tower. A nation oppressed will find no rest until the last moon rises.”

      “Enough, Elder Theon,” my father thundered. “My daughter has never used this magic for evil, nor does she intend to. If you remember, it was Dana who warned us about the elves. I suggest you study the ancient scriptures and familiarise yourselves with what this prophecy means before you make allegations.”

      Elder Theon cowered, and Elder Sam pulled him backwards. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Councillor William cleared his throat, giving me goosebumps. “Moon magic?” His voice raised the hairs on the back of my neck. “Didn’t we outlaw that kind of magic?”

      The other councillors nodded, but my father seethed. I could not be sure what held him back from speaking his mind, but he fought hard not to do so, glowering at William.

      My father’s lips pulled down in worry, and it frightened me. He looked between me, Elder Theon, and Councillor William. The latter looked all too pleased with the situation, almost as if he knew something no-one else did.

      “Indeed, Councillor,” Elder Theon chirped in again. My father cringed. I bumped against the furthest wall of the hall, wishing I could leave. “That magic was outlawed a few hundred years ago, although I would have to look up the exact date.”

      William rubbed his hands. “Tell us then, Elder, what was the reason it was outlawed?”

      “It was an ancient form of magic, my Lord. Powerful, too. It has been too long since it has been seen in Wiltera that I remember all its properties.”

      “Yes, yes. But, why did we outlaw it,” William prodded impatiently.

      “Is this really relevant now?” My father stepped forward. “Should we not discuss the matter at hand, instead of ancient history?”

      “I think Councillor William may have a point,” one of the other councillors spoke up. “If we are to understand your daughter’s affliction, then we need to know its past.”

      Affliction? I fumed.

      “Indeed, my Lord,” Theon grinned, “for moon magic has a dark and violent past. The magic belonged solely to the cursed, the half-breeds. What we came to know as darkfae.”

      The councillors around the room all spoke at once.

      “Darkfae? Preposterous.”

      “There have been no half-breeds in Wiltera in over three centuries.”

      “Interbreeding was outlawed centuries ago.”

      “The line of Silverstalk has remained pure for over a thousand years.”

      “No darkfae has ever set foot into Draeguard.”

      William grinned and rubbed his hands together.

      My father’s face swam in my field of vision.

      Sound rushed through me, filling my ears, blocking out everything else. Eyes stared at me; fingers pointed at me. I blinked in slow motion.

      Darkfae were an abomination. An insult to our very race. Being darkfae was punishable by law.

      My world tilted around me. Colour faded.

      Blackness.
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      “For someone who doesn’t usually faint, you are sure making a habit of it, lately.”

      I frowned at my father’s feeble attempt at a joke. His worry lines etched deep into his face as he sat beside my bed, absently patting my knee.

      “I am sorry, Father. I didn’t mean for any of this.”

      “I know you didn’t.” He sighed, sliding his left hand through his thick, wavy hair. “The councillors demand an answer. The elders are convinced it is the prophecy. And, the rumours are already spreading around the kingdom.”

      “What do you believe, Father?”

      His eyes shifted, then settled uneasily on mine. “You are my daughter, Dana, and I will love and protect you, no matter what.”

      My heart bumped heavily in my chest. He knew something he would not admit to.

      “Why can’t you just tell Councillor William to stop harassing us? It’s like he has been trying to get rid of you, or me, ever since this started.”

      To my surprise, my father just smiled tiredly.

      “Councillor William serves the kingdom, as do all the councillors. They will always do what is best for the kingdom, first. The council was put in place so that a king does not overstep his boundaries. You know that.”

      “I do, but we haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “The councillors believe we have, faeling. They see you wielding foreign magic, and then wonder what I did for you to have it.”

      What had he done that I had this magic?

      A knock on the door stopped me from asking him.

      “My Lord,” the doctor entered the room, “is now a good time?”

      “Yes, please, we have been waiting. She is awake again.”

      My father vacated the seat on my bed and stepped aside. The doctor and an elder entered the room. Both came to my bed and asked me a ton of questions.

      “Physically, the princess is unhurt,” the doctor delivered his diagnosis to the king. “She suffers from mild dehydration and exhaustion. Nothing that cannot be cured with regular intake of water and a day in bed.”

      “Very well.”

      “I believe it is more complicated than that, my Lord,” the elder told my father. “The moon magic has worn her out. It takes much of her power to wield it, and it may drain her if she carries on using it.”

      We all stared at the elder ~ I out of disbelief, my father out of worry. Who knew what the doctor was thinking?

      “Could it harm her?”

      “It could, my Lord. She should not use it anymore. It could cause lasting damage.”

      The elder waved his hands over me; soft waves of white magic flowing from them. “This will help her sleep.”

      “Is there nothing else you can do?” my father asked.

      The elder shook his head. “She isn’t sick, my Lord. As long as she refrains from using the magic, she will be alright.”

      My father’s face darkened. The doctor and the elder scuttled out of the room, bowing as they went. Birds sang outside the window as the sun slowly rose above the horizon as if nothing just happened.

      “Dana,” my father took my hand; squeezed it, “don’t use the magic anymore, you hear?”

      He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against our entwined hands. He was acting strange.

      “Know that I love you more than anything else in this world. I will fight to save this kingdom. Fight to get the stones back to their place. I hope that one day, you will be able to forgive me.”

      He patted my hand before putting it on the blanket beside me. “Get some rest, my faeling.”

      His broad back disappeared through my door. Forgive him? I pushed myself up but fell back down again; my arms like jelly.

      What if the elder was right? No, the moon magic did not do this to me. I had gone hungry, thirsty, and days without sleep while I was away. This was just my body’s way of telling me to get some rest.

      My eyes closed. I could talk to my father later. He would tell me. Tell me what was wrong with me. I needed to know.

      When the war horns blared in the distance, I buried my face into my pillow. The sound vibrated through my head, hurting.

      Groggily, I opened one eye…and sat bolt upright in my bed. Sun shone through my window, telling me I must have slept for several hours.

      My heart raced, and my head throbbed, as the horns blared, again. I sunk back into my bed, covering my head with my pillow.

      In my mind’s eye, I could see my father riding at the head of his troops, dressed in their armour, flags fluttering in the wind. A hundred strong they would be, with only the best men chosen to accompany the king.

      But, not me. I didn’t even want to look out of the window to see. It hurt too much that I wasn’t allowed to accompany them.

      My lower lip quivered.

      No.

      Grinding my teeth, I stripped out of the nightdress the entire council had seen me wear last night. Still unsteady on my feet, I held on to the edge of my cupboard while I dressed into my riding gear.

      What did the elder do to me that I was so wobbly on my legs?

      My father might have been able to leave me in my bed last night, but if my father thought he could leave me behind at the palace, he was mistaken.

      I packed a bag, just the essentials, threw in the fruit from the bowl on the table, and then grabbed my coat. The door clicked firmly closed behind me as I stepped into the corridor.

      “I was just coming to see you, Princess Dana. Where are you going so early this morning?”

      Elder Bryony, her grey hair piled neatly on her head and pinned with two ivory combs, carried two books under her arm. I stared at her.

      “My father left. I need to go with.” My eloquence knew no bounds.

      The elder tut-tutted and put one hand on my arm. “Child, you are in no fit state to go anywhere. Look at you. Pale as a ghost. Besides,” she raised the books, “we have work to do.”

      “We do?” What was I saying? “No, you don’t understand. I have to go with my father to find the stones.”

      “Come,” Bryony’s hand clasped firmly around my elbow, and she steered me back towards my door. “The king is quite capable of going to war without you. We need to study this prophecy and what it means for you.”

      The elder ushered me back into my room and firmly shut the door behind us. I cast a longing glance through the window, but could not see the horses in the distance.

      Too weak to resist Elder Bryony’s firm grip, I plopped down on my bed and took an apple out of my bag. I honestly couldn’t say that anything had gone right since these attacks on our kingdom had started. At least, not for me, anyway.

      Elder Bryony droned on about this prophecy that some mage predicted some five hundred years ago. It was all about this fae that would bring unrest to our land.

      Great. That would be me, wouldn’t it? The old woman lectured me about not using the magic, coming to pray with the elders, speaking to the mages about magic use, and on and on and…

      It may have been hunger that eventually drove Elder Bryony from my room around noon. I’d finished the fruit from my bag by then.

      Unable to go after my father, maybe I could find out what I would be able to forgive him for. The sentence repeated in my head, driving me crazy. I had to know.

      I left my room a second time ~ with more success. Eating the fruit had revived me, and I already felt stronger.

      My father’s office was unlocked, and I stepped in, shutting the door behind me.

      The soft carpets dampened my footsteps as I walked around, searching every cupboard. When I couldn’t find anything noticeable, I felt my way around, testing for unusual ridges, false bottoms, hidden buttons.

      Nothing. But, if my father had a secret, it had to be here somewhere. I considered for a moment that I was just paranoid but then dismissed it.

      I left the office as silently as I entered it. The servants on the other end of the corridor paid me no attention. As I rounded a corner on my way to my father’s bedroom, a voice stopped me.

      “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

      Councillor William. Why did I always have to run into him? Should he not be with the other councillors doing whatever councillors do during the day?

      “I am just on my way to see the elders.” I needed to get rid of him.

      “Didn’t you speak to Elder Bryony this morning? And your meeting with the mages is only tomorrow.”

      “Uhm, there was something else I wanted to ask her.”

      “I am sure she will have time for you tomorrow.” His face pulled into a sneer. “I’ll walk you to your room now.”

      I followed, but I had a plan. William, curse him, posted a guard outside my room.

      “The princess is ill and needs her rest. Please see she is not disturbed, and stays in her room,” William told the guard.

      Once the councillor left, and the guard thought I was safely in my room, I exited through the secret door my father said every princess should have.

      I’d never used it before, never had reason, and it was nothing more than a dusty crawl space, but it led directly to my father’s bedroom.

      I climbed out through a grate disguised as wall panelling. My father’s scent lingered in his room. Sunlight streamed in through the windows, bathing the room in a golden glow. I started at his desk.

      Careful not to disturb any of his papers or things, I methodically searched every corner of his room ~ nothing in his desk, nothing in his nightstand, nothing on his bookshelf.

      As I went through the pockets of his clothes in his cupboard, I noticed a chip in the wood panelling at the back of the walk-in closet. Had I not moved all the coats, I would never have seen it.

      Moving in closer, I touched it with my finger. My skin glided over smooth wood, instead of sharp edges like you would expect from a chip. I pressed my finger into the indent.

      With a soft click, a panel slid back, revealing a square hollow behind it. I jumped, then stared at it and the contents it contained.

      Some items didn’t surprise me ~ crown jewels, official seals, paperwork. Other things held my curiosity ~ human-world money, a bunch of strange-looking keys, instant coffee.

      Did I know my father at all? I touched the human-world money. What would he need that for? And the keys. Did he have another house? I doubted he had been to the human world since he was a teen, himself.

      I shuffled through the papers in the hole in the wall. Most of them were official documents pertaining to the kingdom and held no interest for me. One was the document of my birth, but nothing unusual.

      I reached for an unmarked brown envelope. It was the only item I hadn’t looked at, yet. Sticking my hand inside, I felt only one piece of thick paper. I pulled it out.

      My breath stuck in my throat as I stared at an old picture of Arianna.
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      Arianna’s youthful face smiled up at me from the faded photo. Her long dark auburn hair framed her pale face in perfect curls. She wore a green dress and clutched a book in her hand; the same book I now hid beneath my bed.

      I could not tell the exact date of the photograph, but I guessed it to be between fifteen and twenty years old. Maybe, my father had sought Arianna’s help when my mother died.

      Hastily, I packed everything away as I had found it, but I tucked the photo down the front of my dress. As I stepped out of the cupboard, a key turned in my father’s door.

      It could only be the servants coming to clean. I dashed to the bed and buried my face in my father’s pillow.

      “How did you get in here?” William’s outraged voice rose high.

      My heart hammered as I looked up. “It is my father’s room.” I feigned indignation. “You are not the only one with a key.”

      He glowered at me. “How did you get out of your room?”

      “I walked, how else?”

      “The guard did not stop you?”

      I opened my eyes wide and looked at him with all the innocence I could muster. “The guard? What are you saying, Councillor? Are you holding me a prisoner in my own palace?”

      “No,” he spluttered, “of course not, Princess.”

      “Good.” I graced him with a syrupy smile. “Tell me, Councillor, why have you come to my father’s bed chamber?”

      “Oh, uhm, I have come to fetch the moon charts for the mages. Your father keeps them on his shelf.”

      William turned and rifled through a few things on the bookshelf. Laden with five rolls, he headed for the door.

      “Are you not leaving, too, Princess?” he asked.

      “No, I miss my father.” I hugged the pillow to me, sucking in my father’s scent. “I would like to stay awhile.”

      The councillor narrowed his eyes in annoyance. “Very well.”

      The door slammed shut with a bang, and my body twitched at the sound. Relieved, I sank back into the bed.

      Moon charts. I studied those in astronomy with Professor Yewling. Councillor William could have gotten copies of those from the library, the professor’s office, or even from the elders.

      The councillor had come here looking for something else, and my presence had foiled his plans. I wished I knew what he was after.

      Well, whatever it was, he wouldn’t get it today. I rang for the servants and asked them to bring my dinner to my father’s room.

      Grinning vindictively, I answered the door later that evening when Councillor William came to return the moon charts. I took them from him by the door and sent him on his way. The way his face fell at the sight of me made my heart happy.
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      In the morning, I returned to my room to shower and change; the vestiges of a strange dream clinging to my memory. I thought I had seen the moonstones, shining brightly, sitting on their cushions in a strange room with a domed ceiling.

      In my room, my handmaiden, Rosalie, piled my hair high and fastened it with pins adorned with white pearls to match the ivory dress I wore.

      After she left, I dug out my secret packet from below the bed ~ Arianna’s book.

      I handled it with care and set it on the bed, turning the pages one by one. The writing spoke of ancient rituals, but also earthmagic. Most, however, was in symbols I could not read.

      A low squeak escaped me when a knock on the door caught me by surprise. I hastily stashed the book underneath my pillow.

      “Come in.”

      “Dana.” A flurry of light brown curls and a bright smile rushed into my room.

      “Alyssa.” I grinned back, getting off the bed to greet her.

      “I thought you might like some company today,” Professor Yewling said behind us.

      “Thank you, Sir.”

      “You girls have fun. I’ll see you after work.”

      We watched the door close behind the professor before Alyssa turned to me. “Tell me everything.”

      “Councillor William is trying to keep me prisoner, and I think he is up to something.”

      “What?” Alyssa’s face pulled into a frown. “Start at the beginning, silly. Not much filters down to us plebs in the city.”

      I grinned at her ruefully. We moved over to the divans and lounged across them before I launched into the retelling of my tale.

      As expected, Alyssa wriggled her eyebrows every time I mentioned Thomas, which, I noticed, was constantly. Even the event within the vault could not distract Alyssa from the fact I had met a boy.

      “He is a shifter, Alyssa. Forget it.”

      Alyssa pouted. “He sounds cute. But, you’re right, we have more pressing matters. Your father definitely knows more than he is telling you.”

      “Yes, I think so, too.”

      “That Elder Theon is just creepy, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he is working with Councillor William on whatever plan he’s hatching.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. Do you think he called me the child of the prophecy to incite the kingdom? Or maybe to shift the focus from something else?”

      “Could be. I think we need to find out.”

      We remained quiet for a while ~ Alyssa totally invested in my dilemma, and me glad I got to talk about all of it freely to someone.

      “You need to see Arianna,” Alyssa suddenly blurted out. “If your father trusted her once, then you should trust her now. These blundering elders probably haven’t got a clue what to do with you, anyway.”

      “He also said she is dangerous, remember?”

      “To scare you so you wouldn’t run away again, I bet.”

      I wanted to go. I itched to go. I certainly did not want to be kept here by William like his little pet and then be prodded by the mages like some lab rat.

      “But how do we get you out?” Alyssa got up from her divan and paced the room. “You look beautiful today,” she told me randomly at one of her passes.

      “Thank you.”

      “You need to change. You look too princess-y.”

      My eyebrows shot up involuntarily, but I bit back my snide remark. “What are you thinking?” I asked, instead.

      “I may have an idea.” She grinned. We both jumped at a knock on the door. “Be ready for tomorrow,” she whispered quickly.

      “Come in.”

      Councillor William accompanied Alyssa’s father as he stepped into my room to fetch his daughter. Apparently, they had met along the passage and got to talking. As if I believed that.

      I rose innocently from my divan, looking ever so princess-y, and came to stand beside Alyssa.

      “Father, please can I come again tomorrow? We had so much fun today.”

      William pulled a face, and his lips parted to speak, but he didn’t get a chance.

      “Of course, you can come along. We’ll be here at the same time as today.”

      “Thank you, Dad.” Alyssa threw her arms around his neck.

      She came to hug me next, before leaving with her father. I glowered at William who lingered in my door.

      “Is there anything else you need, Councillor?”

      “Good night, Princess.” He shut the door behind him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Of course, I didn’t sleep.” I rolled my eyes theatrically. “Not after you told me you might have an idea and to be ready.”

      Alyssa laughed. “I do, although I spent half the night convincing my father to play along.”

      My heart beat faster. “Will he?” Not that I knew what she was planning, yet.

      Alyssa nodded. “There may be some difficulties, but we will have his full support.” She grinned.

      I grinned back and hugged her. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “How restricted are your movements? Are they keeping you in this room, or are you allowed around the palace?”

      I shrug. “No-one has forbidden me to go anywhere. Technically. With you here, William can’t very well lock me up again. I’m just not allowed to leave the palace. Where do you want to go?”

      My excitement mounted as she laid out the plan. While I went to see the elders and mages in the prayer room down below ground in the elder wing, she would run errands around the palace to get what would be necessary for my escape.

      Before the time came for me to go down into the belly of the palace, I took Alyssa to the kitchens on the ground level and introduced her to the staff there, telling them she wanted to prepare a picnic for us while I was busy.

      The bakery kitchen I left her in smelled wonderfully of biscuits that had just come out of the oven. I prompted her to take some of those, too.

      Wearing more sensible clothes today, but still looking too princess-y in my beige dress and scarf, according to Alyssa, I descended the broad staircase leading down to the lower levels of the palace.

      My hand trailed along the cool, marble railing of the last flight of steps leading to the prayer room when an aching pull in the centre of my stomach made me double over.

      I clutched my arms around my middle. My head spun. Behind my closed eyes, visions of the missing moonstones sped by. A silent sob escaped me.

      Breathe, I told myself. The loss of the stones was always with me; an ever-present dull ache in the back of my mind. Coming down here must have triggered something.

      A bit more in control of myself, I carried on. The elders were already waiting for me in the prayer room. Imported blue marble panelled the walls and tiled the floor. White cushions sat on top of white marble benches.

      The cloying scent of burning herbs drifted down from the altar, and I found myself a seat furthest from it. Fortunately, I did not have to endure Elder Bryony’s small talk for long until the mages arrived.

      “Do not be frightened, child,” Bryony said. “They are nothing but old men in rags.”

      I giggled. I had never been afraid of the mages, even if they were the strangest fae on the planet.

      Always dressed in brown robes, their hoods pulled deep over their faces, covering their eyes. Loops of coloured glass beads, mimicking the moonstones, hung loosely around their necks, clinking softly.

      They hardly spoke and, when they did, it was often in a sing-song or muttered spells. I thought them fascinating and had always loved my magic lessons with them.

      “Let us begin,” Elder Sam said, standing up from his seat.

      My stomach turned. I had nothing to be nervous about. All they wanted was for me to retell what happened when the moon magic shone from my body. Why, then, was I feeling like this?

      “Come, Dana, stand in the middle,” Elder Bryony urged, and pushed me along.

      I stumbled and then staggered towards the centre of the prayer room. The faces around me swam in and out of focus. My heart ached with the knowledge the moonstones were gone.

      I sunk to my knees, but the moment my hand touched the cold marble of the floor, something snapped into focus in my brain. That bitter taste the elves’ dark magic left in the back of my throat with every attack hit me now, and my heart beat wildly against my chest.

      “It’s an attack,” I screamed into the silence of the room.

      The elders startled and stared at me. The mages held up their hands, palms up, and then looked at me questioningly.

      “What is it, child,” Bryony finally managed to ask.

      Confused, I shook my head. Maybe I was wrong. I closed my eyes, still kneeling on the floor, one hand on the marble. I tasted it; it was there.

      My entire body trembled with longing for the stones. Their absence wrought a direct and physical reaction within me ~ especially this close to the others still inside the vault.

      But, that wasn’t the only reason my body trembled now. The dark magic wormed its way through my body; I felt its fingers trace their way along my spine.

      “The elves are attacking. We need to find shelter.”

      Too late. Everyone screamed as the prayer room shook when the dark magic hit the palace with full force ~ so much stronger now that the elves possessed some of the stones.

      I staggered to my feet. Everyone around me tried to get up from their seats and head for the door.

      “Hurry,” I shouted to them, reaching for Elder Bryony. “Come, we need to leave.”

      With the elder’s arm over my shoulder, I made it to the door. The hallway was crowded with people trying to get to the higher levels. I hoped no-one would get trapped down here.

      I flinched when a boulder-sized piece of marble ceiling dropped onto the floor beside us, sending needle-sharp stone fragments flying in all directions.

      We scrambled up the stairs, people shoving and pushing us to get past. No-one noticed or cared who I was, but I couldn’t begrudge them their panic as the palace continued to shake.

      On the upper levels, guards guided everyone towards the gardens, and I sent Elder Bryony with them, before darting off towards the royal wing. Hopefully, Alyssa was safe.

      Pictures fell to the floor, their frames splintering, glass shattering as they hit the ground. With my arms raised above my head to shield my face, I hurried the rest of the way to my room.

      The door hung off its hinges as I burst through it to find a pale-faced Alyssa sitting on my bed. She held on fiercely to one of its posts; eyes squeezed shut.

      I stumbled on my way across the room, landing painfully on my knees. Groaning, I heaved myself off the floor, but then the shaking stopped. Stunned, I froze into place.

      “Dana, you made it back.” Alyssa jumped off the bed and attached herself to me.

      “I’m fine. Did you get hurt?”

      She shook her head. “I got everything we need, just, uhm, I had to leave it down by one of the statues in the Gallery of Vines. I’m so sorry.”

      “Girls,” Professor Yewling’s relieved voice made us jump, “am I glad to see you. Are you hurt?”

      “Dad.” Alyssa ran to him, throwing her arms around his neck.

      “This was worse than the last attack I experienced in the palace,” he continued. “Is this because the elves have the stones? I hope the king can retrieve them soon.”

      “He won’t, Professor, which is why I need to leave, now,” I reminded him. “We need to do this, right now.”

      A tingle passed down my back as I watched his face harden, worried that he, too, wouldn’t let me go.

      “I don’t like this, Dana, not one bit, but you can count on me.”

      I let my breath out slowly through my nose, trembling slightly. “Thank you, Sir.”

      I turned to pack my bag, as Alyssa told her father where she had left the food and supplies.

      “Princess.” Councillor William’s dreaded voice rooted me to the spot. “I was so worried about your safety. How would I have explained to your father if anything had happened to you?”

      “I am sure you would have managed.”

      More footsteps and voices sounded behind him. William entered my room, soon followed by a herd of elders. Alyssa and Ren hastily stepped out of their path. Even William looked surprised.

      “My princess,” the elder in the front, who I didn’t recognise, intoned, “I didn’t believe it, but it is true.”

      “It is true,” the rest chorused.

      “This,” the lead elder shouted, “this is the one, true child of the prophecy.”

      “Child of the prophecy,” they chorused together.
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      This wasn’t happening.

      I staggered back as the crowd of chanting elders surged into my room. Their colourful robes billowed around them, filling my room with waves of rustling fabric.

      Ren looked at me over their heads from across the room as I retreated towards my bed. He motioned with his hands, but I couldn’t understand what he meant. I couldn’t see Alyssa, at all.

      William moved over towards my window, a maniacal grin on his face. For all I knew, he had instigated this.

      “You need to come with us now, Princess.” The lead elder reached out and grabbed my arm.

      “Let go of me.” I yanked free of him.

      Elder Bryony pushed to the front of the mob. “It is alright, my child. Do not be afraid.”

      She turned and motioned with her hands for the others to be silent, before turning her attention back to me.

      “The elders and the mages have agreed ~ you are the child of the prophecy. Let this not alarm you. We will take good care of you. Not everything about the prophecy is bad. Although the child is to bring great unrest upon the people, there is also supposed to be a unity.”

      I glared at them. Their fanaticism about this ‘child-of-the-prophecy’ thing would mean nothing if I couldn’t stop the elves from using the stones again.

      “Take care of me, how?”

      The elders rubbed their hands, and their teeth showed through their smiling lips. I shivered.

      Bryony took my hand. “We must take you to the elder chambers, where you will remain until the prophecy is fulfilled. We must pray with you.”

      I pulled my hand from her icy grip. The elders crowded towards me. William chuckled by the window. Alyssa’s head bobbed up and down by the door, trying to get my attention.

      Blood rushed loudly in my ears as the walls pressed in on me. The people crowded me. I struggled to breathe. Black spots danced through my vision. Metal. I smelled metal.

      BOOM.

      Blue light exploded from me, sending the elders tumbling backwards like bowling pins. William got knocked against the window frame, smacking his head.

      Ren and Alyssa stood untouched by the blast, staring wide-eyed at me.

      “Grab what you need. Let’s go.” Alyssa recovered first, already darting to my closet, stuffing things into a bag.

      There was no time to be choosy. I grabbed my riding clothes, a coat, and my boots, stuffed the lot into a bag, and was out of the door behind Ren and Alyssa while the elders remained tumbled across the floor.

      “That was intense,” Alyssa giggled as we sprinted down a staircase.

      She always reacted with a fit of giggles in high-adrenaline situations.

      “Not now, Aly,” Ren scolded, “keep it together.”

      Even with my more sensible, less princess-y clothes, I struggled to run over the broken-up marble floor of the Gallery of Vines, which was on the ground floor of the palace. My skirt kept snagging on broken edges. I envied Alyssa her trousers.

      “It’s over here.” Alyssa darted over a low divide into a flower bed and behind the statue of a moon goddess.

      At the sound of footsteps, Ren and I followed her, hiding behind the stony figure.

      “What is all of this?” Ren asked.

      “Everything I could get my hands on.” Alyssa beamed with pride.

      “And how do you propose we carry it?”

      Alyssa’s face fell.

      “We just need to get it to the horses,” I suggested.

      “Just,” Ren nodded.

      “I have an idea.”

      Ren and I looked expectantly at Alyssa.

      “Dana, you just ask some servants to take these things to the stables, as you have ordered us to take them to the city. Then, once the servants are gone, you and I swap clothes, and you and my father can leave.”

      “Absolutely, not.” Ren’s voice rose, and we shushed him, worried we’d be discovered in our hiding place. “How will you get out,” he carried on in a whisper.

      “Once you are out of the palace, I ditch my disguise and follow you.”

      Professor Yewling watched her in silence for a long moment. The guard would have no motive for stopping Alyssa if she wanted to leave the palace, so her plan was sound.

      “Alright,” he finally agreed.

      It took me a couple of minutes to find a servant. I worried for how long the elders and Councillor William would be stunned. If they woke up, they would come looking for us.

      “The professor and his daughter will be taking this to the city,” I told the servants once I’d found them. “Please, take this to the stables, and make sure it gets loaded onto horses.”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      The servants eyed the strange parcels Alyssa had assembled but carried them away quickly.

      “Dana, I need your scarf and hairpins, too,” Alyssa said once they were gone. “Is there a place where we can change?”

      “In here,” I said, giggling as I pulled her into a broom cupboard.

      We swapped clothes quickly, and I helped Alyssa with the hair arrangement, pinning the royal jewellery to the scarf around her hair.

      “You look good.” I winked at her.

      “You do, too,” she said, rearranging the flowers of her hairnet that now held my hair in place, so my redness would not shine through.

      “Let’s do this.”
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      The warm scent of hay and horses greeted us when we entered the stable. I briefly stroked my horse’s nose, then walked over to where the stable hands had prepared Ren and Alyssa’s horses.

      “I’m sorry,” Alyssa whispered in my ear as she said goodbye, “this way you don’t get to ride Lapis Lazuli. Will you be alright without your horse?”

      “You did great. Thank you, my friend. Get out as soon as you can.”

      I mounted my given horse and said aloud, “Until tomorrow, Princess Dana.”

      Ren and I rode across the stable yard. There was little damage up here from the magic attack earlier, and all essential personnel had been diverted to the worse-affected areas.

      We rode unmolested down the winding road the led around the palace and towards the city. The urge to gallop away was great, but we kept to a steady walk, not drawing any attention.

      The city had been spared the attack, but I wondered how long that would last. For now, the elves only attacked the palace, but once they possessed more power, I had no doubt they would attack all of Draeguard.

      “Let’s put the horses in here for now,” Ren said, leading the way into the stable where he kept his horses. “We can then rearrange the bags, so they are safe for you to travel with.”

      Dust motes floated in the warm mid-morning light streaming in through the square windows above each stall as we entered. The comforting smell of hay and horses hung in the air here, too, settling my nerves.

      “I hope Alyssa gets out soon.”

      “So do I, Princess.”

      We spread the provisions evenly into proper saddlebags Ren dug out of a wooden kist. Alyssa really had thought of everything.

      “You need to leave now.” Ren put a hand over mine.

      I know I had been prolonging the packing and checking the horses, but I wanted to make sure Alyssa was alright. I looked up into Ren’s kind face.

      “It will be fine, Dana. I will find her. But, the councillor is bound to come looking for you soon. You need to go now.”

      “I know.” I took a deep breath, then threw my arms around the professor. “Thank you.”

      “Be safe, Princess.”

      We led two of the horses back into the street, and I mounted the taller one of the two bay geldings. Their hoofbeats echoed off the house walls on either side as I rode along the cobbled streets towards the east gate.

      My plan, if I had one at all, was to get to Arianna as quickly as possible. I had seen her magic, and if anyone could help us in our fight with the elves, it was her.

      Besides, how did she know my father? Why did he have an old photo of her in his cupboard? He had sent me to her when he thought all hope was lost. There was more going on here than I could possibly guess at.

      I used to see myself as this ‘wild’ princess, living in a tame palace. Now I was a rebel princess thrown into a world wilder, and more dangerous than I could ever have imagined.

      Shifters, dark elves, witches, and goblins. And, I had only been away from the palace for what? Two weeks? Maybe a day, or so, more. I hoped I was qualified to storm back out there.

      The horse beneath me snorted uneasily as it sensed my uncertainty. I pulled myself out of my dark thoughts and concentrated on the empty street ahead of me.

      The horse snorted again. My senses prickled. Suspicion drew my view along the street, making me look in all the shadowy places. I saw nothing.

      The gate loomed ahead; the wide main road leading up to it empty.

      “That’s it,” I whispered to myself.

      Hairs rose at the back of my neck at the sight of the empty street. Not a fae anywhere.

      The massive iron gate was firmly shut, and only if I looked really hard, could I see the pointy helmets of the guards peeking over the ridge at the top of the wall.

      My fists clenched around the reins. The horses halted. I trembled. Blood boiled beneath my skin. I shuddered as his voice sounded in my ears.

      “Where are you going, Princess?”

      Reluctantly, I turned the horses to look at William. He sat upon his own steed, several council guards at his back. I seethed. If I had not spent so long waiting for Alyssa, maybe I could have made it before he showed up.

      “For a ride. Is there a problem?”

      His lips spread into a thin line as he smiled. “The elders have asked that I return you to their care, at once.”

      “I am busy. Please, tell them I will be back later.”

      He laughed. “I don’t think you understand the severity of the situation, Princess.”

      The mirth had now gone from his face, and he urged his horse forwards. I did not doubt that he would drag me back to the palace by force.

      A movement to my left caught my eye. The horses snorted and danced on the spot. I looked around and saw more guards converging onto the main road from between houses and side streets ~ these were city guards.

      How had William assembled them here so quickly? Had he anticipated another escape? There was no time to ponder now. I needed to get out of this situation. Fast.

      I looked about me wildly, searching for the weak spot in the row of guards approaching me from all directions. The guards were well trained and excellent riders, too. I directed my next words at them.

      “Why are you hunting me?” I asked. “Am I some common criminal? What has the councillor told you? As your princess, I order you to let me pass.”

      The guards shifted uncomfortably on their horses.

      “Princess,” William drawled, “your father doesn’t want you to leave Draeguard. You are to return to the palace. I have your father’s missive right here.”

      William still grinned at me, confident he had me right where he wanted me. Any move on my part would surely catch him off guard. He would be my target.

      Grinning back at him, I gathered a fistful of moon magic. Before any of the guards could shout out a warning, I hurled a blue ball of energy on the cobbles in front of William’s horse.

      In the confusion that ensued when the horse reared, and William fell off, I raced down the embankment towards the river.

      “After her,” William yelled. “The king commands it.”

      Two of the council guards followed me; the rest must have stayed to help William.

      We galloped along the flat river bank, startling ducks, who rose noisily into the air. There were people down here, too, enjoying a beautiful day by the river. I cringed as my horses trampled a picnic basket.

      Screams and angry shouts followed us, and someone threw a tomato at me, until we made it back to the streets of the city. The horses’ hooves rang loud over the cobbles as we raced along.

      Magnolia District. I turned right onto an avenue and shivered in the sudden coolness of the shade under the trees. People jumped out of my way as I darted around carts.

      Back into the sunlight, I hesitated at the next crossroad. The sun stood high in the sky, and I struggled to see the floating, coloured orbs that declared the districts.

      I turned left, hoping it would lead me to the western gate. As I galloped along, I saw the distinct bi-colours of the Pansy District. No time to turn around. The guards were right behind me.

      “The Heather District,” I shouted at people I passed. They pointed wildly, and I turned my horses down several narrow side streets before I finally saw houses with markings of the little, pink flower.

      My relief, however, was short-lived. As I finally turned onto the main road that would lead me to the gate on the western side of the city, I found my way blocked by William and the rest of the guards.

      People crowded the streets and as William called out, “Thief,” everyone turned to me.

      Thieves were rare in our society and dealt with harshly. In a kingdom where there was no poverty, no-one had an excuse to steal. The people now looked at me with disdain.

      I had to remind myself that I no longer wore my own clothes and that they could not recognise me with my hair bound and tucked in as it was. I didn’t even ride my own horse.

      My heart hammered in my chest. The horses pranced nervously in a circle, their bodies covered in sweat, as I tried to decide what to do.

      Out of time. The two guards behind me broke onto the main road. William and his men closed in from the left. People crowded from all around me.

      Yanking the flowery headdress from my head, I yelled at the top of my voice. “I am your princess. Don’t you see? The councillor is a traitor. Help me.”

      Without waiting to see if the people believed me, I put my heels to my horse.

      My right arm nearly pulled from its socket as the other horse didn’t react as quickly as the one I rode. “Come on,” I yelled at it, dragging it along.

      Shouts rang out all around me, but they weren’t directed at me. Hooves clattered on the paved road as the guards chased after me.

      “Out of my way.”

      A group of men jumped apart as I ploughed through the middle of them. I used my fae magic now to encourage the frightened horses to keep going. The silvery-white haze flowed across their coats, calming, yet energising.

      Only one other way out ~ the King’s Gate. The last time I used it, I imagined all kinds of monsters in there, but the only ones I’d found were dark elves trying to stop me.

      Today, I’d be running from council guards and trying to evade the guards stationed at the gate. What could possibly go wrong?

      A hysterical laugh escaped me. How had my life become so crazy?

      Brightly coloured flags warned of a day market ahead. Carts, stalls, and people blocked the way. I veered off the road, jumped the horses over a low fence, and landed in someone’s garden.

      Without hesitation, I galloped on, jumping the fences between houses, riding parallel to the road. Freshly mowed grass, carefully tended flowerbeds, and curtained windows sped by. William and two of the guards followed me, while the rest tried to get through the crowd of the market.

      So close now. The streets emptied as we neared the warehousing districts. Only workers driving wagons laden with supplies went our way.

      We zoomed past the first warehouses. Workers yelled at us. I ignored them.

      Things looked different in the daylight, but I now recognised certain storage houses, signboards, and drinking fountains. Not far to go.

      William and the two guards that had followed me through the house gardens were a hundred yards behind me. If I stood any chance, I’d have to be in the tunnel before they reached it.

      “Come on,” I urged the horses, driving them towards the last corner before the road opened up towards the gate.

      My heart dropped into my stomach as I pulled the horses to a sliding stop in front of an entire row of council guards awaiting my arrival.
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      There was no way out as I milled around, turning the horses in a circle. William and his men cantered up behind me, even as the guards in front of me spread out, cutting off any escape I might have had.

      My palms glowed blue with nervous energy. I was suddenly reminded that I didn’t know the true power of this magic I wielded. It still frightened me.

      It would be easy to cast balls of exploding light all around me and then make a run for it. I looked around at the horses circling me. Their eyes trusting.

      Even one ball of moon magic would cause panic in such a large group of horses. In this confined space between warehouses, with wagons, drums, and equipment lying around, they were sure to get hurt.

      My heart sank. I was desperate to get out, but not willing to risk the twenty or more horses moving around me. From down the road, the rest of William’s men now cantered up, as well.

      “Your game is up, Princess.”

      William’s voice hit me like ice water from a bucket. We had always just been courteous to each other in the past, but during these last few weeks, I had come to loathe this man.

      “You cannot treat me like this, Councillor. Let me pass.”

      “But, I can, Princess. Your father wants you to stay within the palace, and I have orders from the elders to bring you back.”

      The sight of his lopsided sneer sickened me.

      “You do not understand,” I tried to go with the truth, “I am the only one who can bring the stones back. I need to help my father. Please, let me go.”

      “Princess,” William shook his head as if disappointed, “did you not listen at all when the elders spoke of the child of the prophecy? The child will come to sow unrest among the people. You will sow unrest. This is why you need to be contained.”

      “Contained?” I spat the word. It sounded like I was a disease.

      “Calm yourself. You have caused quite enough trouble. The people of Draeguard are already questioning the goings-on. Please, cooperate. We will use force if you do not.”

      My eyelid twitched as I locked eyes with him. My horses snorted nervously beneath me. The blue glow from my palms intensified.

      I took a deep breath and calmed myself. I would have to find another way. There were too many horses around me to use my magic now.

      “Alright,” I conceded.

      Flashing his teeth, William gestured to some of his guards, and they came forward to lead me away.

      To my surprise, we didn’t go far. We stopped at a warehouse across the road. A female palace guard helped me off my horse.

      “Where are we going?”

      The guard looked at me with sad eyes, then took me firmly by my arm without answering, and led me into a warehouse filled with wooden crates. She sat me down on one of them and then tied my hands behind my back.

      “I cannot risk you escaping again, Princess Dana,” William said, joining us in the warehouse. He looked positively gleeful. “We will keep you here until the mages arrive. They will then safely escort you back to the palace. With magic.”

      I was going to be sick ~ binding magic; exclusively used by the high mages, usually in times of war. My mouth gaped open in shock before I could take control of myself.

      “Now, now, Princess,” William drawled, “it’s not so bad if you don’t struggle. They will be here shortly.”

      How would he know? Had it been used on him? I wouldn’t be surprised.

      The council guards settled down around me, while the palace guards stood uncomfortably further away. William sat down on a crate against a wall, no doubt sick of my company.

      Well, I’d about had it with his company, too. There were no horses in here to protect them, now. They thought I was trouble, anyway, so that’s what I would give them.

      I shuffled on my crate so I could lean against the wall behind it. William looked up at me with narrowed eyes, but when I didn’t do anything further, he ignored me, again.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated. By the smell of it, this warehouse was used for vegetables or animal feeds. At least I hoped there was nothing explosive in here.

      Slowly, I let the moon magic spread from my palm to burn through the rope that bound my hands. It burned without a smell and without hurting my hands.

      My arms swung forward without warning. Dazzling blue bursts of energy fired into every corner of the warehouse. Guards jumped in all directions.

      I darted towards the door. William yelled behind me. I kept firing blasts around me. Stacks of crates toppled over. Carrots spilt. Pumpkins rolled.

      Through the door. Into the open. I turned and fired several more blasts into the door. My stomach roiled as someone screamed in pain as the front of the warehouse collapsed.

      When I turned around again to head for the horses, two city guards stood in my way. They stared at me with white faces and wide eyes.

      I raised my blue palms towards them, and they quickly scuttled out of my way. At least some of them had sense.

      The horses were calmly munching on some hay and reluctant to leave when I got there. I dragged them into the open and mounted my gelding.

      “Come on, boys, time to go.”

      The big bay broke into a fast trot towards the gate, and I dragged the smaller horse along with us. A loud commotion came from the warehouse, but I ignored it ~ it would take them a while to dig themselves out, I hoped.

      Since the elves’ attack on the palace, the King’s Gate had been reinforced. The iron gate had a new lock and another chain running through it.

      I grimaced as my first attempt to open the gate with my magic failed. The horses spun around nervously at the sudden, loud noise, and I had to bring them back under control before I could try again.

      The second blast hit the metal chain with much more force. I felt the magic drain my strength as I hurled it at the gate. Even as I watched the gate swing open on its hinges, I wobbled in the saddle, weak.

      “There’s a limit,” I whispered.

      I urged the horses onward. They hesitated before the dark, gaping opening of the tunnel, and I summoned what energy I had left to light the way for them.

      The tunnel was endless. On and on, we went into the darkness. My energy burned out faster than the horses could reach the other side. I let my glow fade.

      The horses stopped, rooted to the spot, snorting nervously. I soothed them with my voice and my fae magic, which took almost no energy from me. They walked on, hesitantly.

      I tried to remain calm, for the horses, but in the darkness of the tunnel, I could not help imagining all kind of monsters, again. My mind played tricks on me and when I started hearing sounds, I at first dismissed them as a figment of my imagination.

      The sounds, however, didn’t stop. They came closer. Horses in pursuit. Moving faster than my steady walk.

      My mind raced. I could light the way now and try to out-ride them, or I could conserve my energy, hope to make it to the other side before them, and then use the magic to seal the tunnel.

      “Trust me,” I whispered to the horses and urged them into a trot.

      My heart hammered as I stared wide-eyed into the darkness in front of me. I knew the ground of the tunnel to be smooth and even, and I had to, in turn, put all my trust into the horses not to run into the walls.

      The smell of fresher air heralded the exit of the tunnel, and the horses lengthened their strides. Moments later, the darkness lifted and light filtered through to us.

      There was still a ways to go, but I no longer had to urge the horses onward. They surged towards the exit gate on their own, and I prepared myself for what I needed to do.

      Afternoon sunlight streamed through the bushes hiding the entrance to the tunnel from view, and my heart beat excitedly.

      “Whoa.” I reined the horses in.

      My palm glowed brightly in the dimness of the tunnel, and I pointed it at the gate. The blast took a lot of my strength, but I had learned from the other gate and aimed better.

      The gate swung open, and I quickly guided the horses through. I could not hear my pursuers from here, but I was sure they were still coming.

      I took a deep breath and gathered my remaining strength ~ I had to get this right. With the reins tightly tucked between my knees and the saddle, I had both hands free to perform the magic.

      The blue glow gathered, tingling along my palms. Tiny sparks fizzled off in all directions as the intensity grew. My control over it had improved, but I still did not know its limits.

      When I thought it was strong enough, I threw it with all my force at the upper arch of the tunnel. The resulting explosion crumbled the ancient rock in on itself, but also set the horses off at a wild gallop.

      I hung on, barely ready, with the reins still tucked by my knees. There was no stopping them now. The horses’ hooves thundered wildly on the hard-packed dirt.

      Branches whipped in my face as I frantically tried to pick up the reins and get back some measure of control of the geldings. We hit the road and overshot it, running straight into the forest beyond it.

      As the trees and surrounding shrubs became denser, the horses slowed. We found a narrow game trail and followed it for a while at a steady trot. By the time we stopped, the horses stood with their heads hanging low and their flanks heaving.

      “Now, look what you’ve done,” I scolded them.

      We would not be able to go any further today. Not before dark, anyway, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to travel through the forest at night. I didn’t even know where we were.

      If I got my direction right, the palace was to our left, which was east. I could, theoretically, cut through this forest and connect with the road that led to Clover Hill.

      I prayed I was right as I loosened the girths on the horses’ saddles and then checked the saddlebags. Everything was still in place and tied down well.

      Despondent, I sat down on a flat rock next to the horses and contemplated the mess I was in. If they’d just believed me, things would be so much easier.

      It reinforced my belief that I couldn’t rely on anyone. It had always been like that. Every time I had trusted someone, they let me down. Or, left me. Even Alyssa left me once to spend a year in the human world.

      I gnawed on my thumbnail as I thought about Arianna. What if she didn’t agree to help me? She said before that this wasn’t her fight or something like that.

      My thoughts turned to Thomas, and my stomach did an annoying little jive. He was so irritating. If he called me ‘Freckles’ one more time, I’d cut his tail off.

      Still, getting to Arianna and Thomas was my goal right now as they were the only ones I could go to with this.

      After the horses had rested, and feeling more secure in what I had to do, I rode for another three hours in the dark. My left palm, facing forward, shone a calm blue, guiding our way.

      We rested through the darkest hours of the night, during which I dreamed about the moonstones again, and then continued once the sun brought some light back into the forest; its rays slanting like spears through the morning mist between the trees.

      For once, luck was on my side, and by mid-morning, we connected with the Clover Hill road. The few travellers on it paid me no attention, and I was glad for the plain clothes and plain horses.

      I nevertheless kept my vigilance up, for not all people were friendly beyond the borders of Draeguard. I had learned that the hard way during my last time beyond the wall.

      As a fae, I had little to fear from the general population of Clover Hill, but there was a price on my head when it came to dark elves and goblins.

      I kept my hood pulled deep over my face and avoided people whenever I could. It was dark by the time I reached Clover Hill, but I didn’t stop for the night until I had circled the town.

      When the sun’s rays broke over the forest the next morning, I was already on the road to Oaktown. I knew my way now, and I knew to hurry. Keeping to the trees and shadows, no-one bothered me.

      By evening, I skirted Oaktown and planned to veer off the road to spend the night in the forest, when I saw a royal messenger from Draeguard riding down the road.

      He’d come along the road from Silverlakes and looked to find accommodation in Oaktown for the night. Although my disguise had held until now, I did not want to chance my luck with someone who was actually from Draeguard.

      I pulled the horses off the road and cut across the field, hoping that in the gloom of evening, the rider would pay me no attention. I was just some farmhand, returning home from my errands.

      The ploy worked, and I soon found myself in the same spot where I had spent that first night with Thomas. My stomach pinched uncomfortably as I thought about the incident. I’d hardly been able to control the magic then.

      Alone, the nights were lonely, and the days were long as I carried on, driven by the thought that Draeguard was in danger.

      No matter how annoying Thomas could be, I missed his company now. He would know how to keep my spirits up.

      Once I passed Silverlakes, unbidden shivers rolled down my spine. The memory of the dark elf chasing us kept floating to the surface, even though today was a bright, sunny day.

      I urged the horses on. Soon, the dark Pine forest came into view in the distance, and I rode straight for it, hoping to chance upon the magical boundary Arianna had set up around her homestead to protect it.

      Instead, I soon saw the farmhouse standing there, nestled along the treeline, in full view. As it did before, the homestead exuded an air of calm and peace over everything.

      Happy I’d found it, but also confused as to why the boundary was not in effect, I rode up and tied the horses to the water trough in the yard.

      Smoke rose welcomingly from the chimney, and I took a moment to straighten my dishevelled clothing.

      I took the hood off my head and freed my hair before I rapped my knuckles on the door.

      Noises from the inside told me someone was home. After a shuffle and a clutter, and a few hastily spoken words that I couldn’t understand through the closed door, Thomas opened for me.

      My mouth spread into an involuntary grin when I saw his unruly hair. Arianna stood a few steps behind him.

      “How dare you show up here,” he yelled in my face. “I can’t believe you did that.”
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      My mouth hung open as I staggered back. Thomas’ face pulled into a mask of disdain as he followed me out.

      “What did I do?” I clutched my bag to my chest, stumbling backwards.

      “You,” Thomas waved a finger in my face, “betrayed us.”

      My mind raced as I tried to comprehend what he was saying. The hurt in his eyes sent searing daggers into my heart.

      Arianna called softly from inside the house, “Thomas.”

      “No,” he turned towards the door, “I trusted her.”

      “Ask her in.”

      Thomas turned back to me, glaring. What had I done to upset him so? There was no doubt that his rage at me was genuine, even if I could not yet understand why it was warranted.

      “Please, I’ve come…”

      “Looking for help, again, no doubt,” he preempted me.

      “I just need…”

      “Your servants at your beck and call.”

      “That’s not…”

      “I don’t even want to know. It’s probably going to be another lie.”

      The door smacked open against the frame with a bang behind us, silencing us.

      “Enough.” Arianna stared at us, her left hand still pressed against the door. “Both of you, inside.”

      Without a word, Thomas turned and stomped inside. Arianna smiled at me apologetically as I walked past her through the door.

      A string of new herbs hung for drying over by the fireplace, mingling their scent with that of the bread Arianna must have taken out of the oven moments before.

      Thomas sat down at the kitchen table; a half-eaten plate of food in front of him. He stared at it now, ignoring me.

      “Would you like some tea, Dana?” Arianna asked.

      “That would be nice, thank you.”

      Arianna fetched me a cup and placed it next to her seat on the other side of the table. I sat down as she poured the tea.

      Even from this side of the table, I could see Thomas’ leg twitch with irritation. Arianna kept shooting him warning glances. I sipped my tea awkwardly in the tense silence.

      “How can you be so calm about this?” Thomas finally burst out, slamming his hands on the table.

      My tea spilt, and I hastily put the cup down.

      “Because,” Arianna reached over with a cloth and wiped up my tea, “Dana does not know what she has done wrong. Once she realises it, I am sure she will be mortified.”

      Oh, great, that didn’t help. Guilt gnawed on me instantly.

      Thomas huffed. “That’s because she is too self-absorbed. Selfish.” He spat the last word.

      “Thomas.” Arianna’s voice rang out loud in the confines of the kitchen. “What has gotten into you?”

      He locked eyes with Arianna for a moment. Something shifted within him as his nostrils flared, and he suddenly pushed off from the table. With an angry look at me, he fled down the corridor.

      Once he was out of sight, relief, and dread warred within me. I now didn’t have to look into his accusing eyes, but I was sure to find out from Arianna what crime it was I had committed.

      “I did not mean to come here to cause trouble.”

      Arianna put a cool hand over mine. “I know you didn’t.” She rose from the table and cleared the dishes.

      “Will you tell me what I did?”

      “Can you not guess?” She glanced over her shoulder; some of her dark hair escaping her bun.

      The last I had seen Arianna and Thomas was after rescuing Thomas from the elven stronghold. We’d parted on good terms. I couldn’t recall anything to have soured our relationship.

      Arianna dried her hands on a towel and then led the way to the sitting room.

      “I have been living here for many years,” she began as we sat down. “For one such as me, this is a good spot. No-one ever comes this way. I have been safe. Undiscovered.”

      My fingers tingled. My ears burned hot. Had I been followed here? Were we, even now, in danger? Wide-eyed, I stared out of the window.

      “No, Dana,” Arianna assured me, following my stare, “there is no-one out there now. My protective spell still holds.”

      “But,” I closed my eyes briefly, recalling what I had seen when I arrived, “I saw the homestead perfectly when I came in. Should it not have been hidden?”

      “You are exempt from the spell because I have let you see.”

      “Oh.” I inspected my fingernails. There was dirt beneath them from my days on the road. “Please, Arianna, if I have in any way compromised your safety here, I did not mean to.”

      “You still do not know, then, what you did?”

      I shook my head. Arianna’s sad smile nearly killed me.

      “You sent a royal messenger here. Gave him directions on how to find this place. Even though he could not see it because of the spell, the location is now known. You promised me you would never tell anyone.”

      My face tingled as all blood drained from it. Icy-cold fingers traced over my skin as I shrank in on myself, loathing myself.

      Trust. The one thing I always expected of others. Trust. The one thing I always expected others to break.

      Thomas was right; I was selfish. I had only thought about myself and my gain. I had failed to see how it could affect those around me.

      “Dana?”

      Arianna’s voice drifted over me. Was this what it felt like when you broke someone’s trust? Was this the other side of the coin?

      I had always assumed that being the one betrayed to be the most hurtful thing in the world, but this came pretty close. My heart beat irregularly in my chest as I tried to find the words to make amends.

      “I did that.” The words rasped out of my throat. I swallowed. “Arianna, I never meant any harm. I am so sorry. Please, forgive me.”

      My fingers curled painfully around the edge of my bag as I waited for her to speak. Her eyes looked greener than I had ever seen them before.

      “There are many lessons to learn in a young person’s life, Dana. Some of them are more painful than others. You are forgiven, but it remains to be seen if this mistake carries consequences.”

      Why couldn’t she be angry like Thomas? It would have been preferable to this torture she subjected me to, now. The guilt settled in my stomach like an anvil.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “Let’s forget it for now, shall we?” Arianna smiled, but it did little to soothe me. “Tell me why you have come here.”

      “You are the only ones I could turn to,” I said softly.

      Arianna leaned towards me. “Why is that, Dana? What happened at the palace?”

      I hesitated. Why had I come here? Thomas was right again. I needed them at my beck and call. To be my servants. I had come here so they could help me save my people.

      “It was wrong of me to come; I see that now. You have done so much for me already, and I can ask no more.”

      “Dana, what happened?” Arianna insisted.

      I looked up at her. There was one thing I could talk to her about.

      “Do you remember when this was taken?” I asked, taking the photo of her out of my bag.

      Arianna took it from me, but as she looked at it, her hand started to shake. She dropped it on the table.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “I found it in my father’s office. Did you know him?”

      “Why have you come here, Dana?” Arianna asked icily.

      Her question took me aback. So did her tone of voice.

      “I, uhm, the elves have stolen our moonstones, and my father went to look for them, and he hasn’t come back, yet.”

      I didn’t mean for it to come out that way, but Arianna’s eyes had gone cold. I would have rather faced a horde of goblins, now, than sat opposite her at this table.

      “What are your intentions?” she asked.

      “I thought that, because we’ve been there, you could help me get the moonstones back.” My voice quivered as I gave her my feeble plan. It wasn’t at all what I had wanted to say.

      “I see.”

      Arianna rose from the table and crossed the room. She opened the door to the hallway and called for Thomas, before resuming her seat at the table. We sat there, silently, until Thomas poked his head around the corner.

      “What?”

      “Join us, please.” Arianna’s voice made it clear that it was not a request.

      Thomas sat, shooting me a glare.

      “Dana requires our help, and we will give it,” Arianna announced. Turning to me, she said, “Tell us everything, so we know what to prepare for.”

      “You are going to help her even after she betrayed you?” Thomas burst out.

      “Dana has apologised. I have forgiven her.”

      Thomas glared at me.

      “I am really sorry,” I said to him.

      “The matter is closed.” Arianna banged her hand on the table. I’d never seen her angry. “What’s happening in Draeguard?”

      I tried to calm my frantic heart as I recalled the events after I returned home. This version of Arianna frightened me. She’d gone cold, and hard, and unapproachable within moments.

      “Even after my father had left, the attacks on the palace continued. Things are worse now that the elves have some of the stones.”

      “And, you don’t believe your father will be able to retrieve them?” Arianna’s eyes pierced me.

      “No.” I hung my head. “I feel it inside of me. It is like the stones call to me. I need to find them.”

      “Dana?” Arianna’s voice softened, tinged with worry. “Is there something you’re not telling us? Did something else happen?”

      “Maybe,” I mumbled.

      “Go on,” Arianna urged.

      I sighed. “I may have gone into the vault and touched the stones, and then some stuff happened, and now everyone thinks I am the child of some prophecy. It’s apparently some bad omen, and I am to bring great unrest to the people, especially since I now wield moon magic. There, are you happy now?”

      Angrily, I wiped the tears from my cheeks.

      All blood drained from Arianna’s face, and she clutched her hand to her chest. She stared at me, wide-eyed.

      Thomas looked from her to me and back again before touching her shoulder.

      “I’m… I’m alright.” She waved Thomas off.

      “What the heck is going on?” Thomas demanded. “Arianna, are you alright?”

      “I should have seen this coming,” Arianna mumbled. “The signs were there. Dana, we will do whatever we can to help you. We’ll leave in the morning. Thomas, pack our bags. Get everything ready.”

      “Please,” he wrung his hands, “can someone explain to me what is going on?”

      We all stared at each other. Arianna was acting weird, and even I wanted to know what was going on.

      Arianna cleared her throat, smoothing out the front of her shirt with her hands. “Dana’s story has caught me off guard,” she began, calmer now. “There have been rumours in the air for a while; I just didn’t expect them to affect us directly.”

      “Are you saying it is true, then?” Thomas asked.

      I hung on Arianna’s lips, waiting for her answer.

      “The rumours speak of a nation rising, magic awakening, and darkness that befalls the land. These rumours are linked to a prophecy that was spoken hundreds of years ago.”

      “And, this has all got to do with me?”

      “I don’t know, Dana, but if people think you are the child of the prophecy, then you are in danger. I should have paid more attention to the affairs of the dark elves. Who knows what they have been plotting while Wiltera has looked the other way.”

      “So,” Thomas finally stopped glaring at me, “what do we do now?”

      Arianna grimaced and reached out to put her hand over mine. “I was a fool to think that I could ignore your moon magic. I’d hoped that it was just a weak manifestation and that, untrained, it would eventually fade away.”

      “You know about this magic, then?”

      “More than I like, although I cannot wield it myself. I will teach you everything I know. But, be warned, moon magic can be dangerous, and we must be careful.”

      “It’s not the first time I’ve heard this.” I shuddered.
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      The first rays of the sun tinged the land in golden hues, giving us the illusion everything was alright with the world.

      The horses’ breaths steamed in the fresh morning air as we left the homestead behind, riding in single file towards an unknown destiny.

      We had everything we needed to make the trip, except a plan on how to execute what needed to be done.

      Deep within me, the longing for the stones and the worry for my father formed a knot so tight it might choke me at any moment.

      Arianna had said she would teach me about the moon magic along the way, but the pretty blue magic suddenly did not seem so appealing anymore.

      When we turned onto a forest path, Thomas drew alongside my two horses, and we rode side by side in companionable silence for a while. I was glad he wasn’t upset with me anymore.

      “I know it can be scary learning new magic,” Thomas finally said. “I will always be here if you need me.”

      My lips pulled into a smile before my brain registered what he’d said.

      “How would you know? You are non-magic folk.”

      Thomas looked down at his hands on the reins. “Arianna has been teaching me.”

      “Teaching you?”

      I could not restrain the horror in my voice. Thomas and Arianna looked at me. I glared back at them, bringing my horse to a stop.

      “That is against the law.” My brain had gone numb. “Not the law of men, but the law of magic. You cannot…you mustn’t. Surely you know this.”

      Arianna guided her horse closer to mine. The reassuring look she gave me did nothing to alleviate the utter horror I felt inside.

      “Dana, we have broken no law, I promise.”

      “No?” I urged my horses backwards, ready to bolt if I had to. “I trusted you. My whole life I was told shifters and witches were bad news. I should have listened.”

      “Please, Dana, listen. These are dangerous times. After the dark elves tortured Thomas, I thought it necessary to give him something to defend himself with.”

      “So, you taught him witch magic?” I spat. “You could both die for this. I could die just knowing about it.”

      Arianna moved closer, reaching out a hand. “Dana, child, please. I needed to do something. I only taught him the simplest fae spells so he could defend himself.”

      “Fae? You taught him fae magic?”

      No. It could not be true. How could these two people I had trusted with my life have committed the most abhorrent crimes?

      Fighting my tears, I put my heels to my gelding, and yanked the other behind me. I could barely see as the horses galloped down the forest path, leaving the traitors behind.

      My heart bled.
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      The path blurred ahead of me as the tears streamed down my face.

      I should have known better. Every time I trusted someone, I got let down. That’s just how things worked. It’s how people were.

      The horses eventually slowed. I let them; they could not run forever. When I looked behind me, the path was clear.

      Relief flooded through me that I had left Arianna and Thomas behind, but at the same time, I ached that they didn’t come after me.

      I chided myself for my childish notions and carried on riding at a steady pace until nightfall. The horses drank from a shallow stream before I tied them to some trees where I made camp for the night.

      We’d decided against going the most direct route towards Raven Hall. The forest I now found myself in was foreign to me, and so was the way that lay ahead.

      Without Arianna and Thomas, I would have to find my way back towards Oaktown and then carry on from there.

      I huddled in the dark, with only the soft glow of my fae-touch on the plant beside me. It didn’t spread much light, but the fae magic I imbued the leaves with would hold all night.

      Just then, a twig snapped noisily in the silence of the forest. Heart racing, I sprang to my feet, my palms glowing blue of their own accord.

      Wide-eyed, I stared into the darkness, ready to blast whatever was out there to smithereens. One of the horses snorted behind me, unsettled by my behaviour.

      I spun around, facing my palms into the trees, making them dance before me like ghostly apparitions. The pulse of my blue magic ached within the palms of my hand. My heart raced as eyes glowed white within the blue shine of my magic.

      “Dana, it’s me.” Thomas’ voice reached me a moment after I fired into the darkness.

      Bark and leaves exploded all around me as the ball of blue power hit its destination. The horses screamed and tore at their tethers. A wail of pain rose from beneath the trees, threatening to tear my heart apart.

      “Thomas!”

      As the last of the leaves rained down on us, I knelt next to him in the dark. His eyes were closed. Blood smeared the side of his forehead.

      I cradled his head in my lap and wiped the blood. It didn’t look deep, but what if I had hit him with the magic and killed him? I pressed my fingers to his throat.

      Soft taps against my fingertips ~ a pulse. My hand shook as I moved it from his throat to stroke his cheek. What had I done? He should know better than to sneak up on me.

      “Thomas, wake up. I’m sorry.” Where was Arianna? Why wasn’t she with him? “Please, wake up.”

      My legs went numb after a while sitting with Thomas’ head in my lap. He was breathing steadily, and I hummed a monotone tune under my breath ~ more for my own comfort than his.

      The horses had settled, dozing peacefully where I had tied them. Their tethers had held.

      “What have you done, child?”

      I had stopped crying by the time Arianna found me, but when I heard her voice, a sob escaped my throat. Tears flowed freely as I looked up at her.

      “I didn’t mean to. He startled me.”

      Arianna knelt beside us. “I told him to wait until morning.”

      She dug in her bag and pulled out a leather pouch. From the pouch, she took a vial with a clear liquid. She took the cap off the bottle and held it under Thomas’ nose.

      “Huh?”

      With a face like he had just eaten dung, Thomas sat up. Arianna reached out to steady him.

      “Slowly,” she cautioned, “you received quite a knock to your head. Dana eased your pain as best she could, but drink this, it will help.”

      Thomas looked at me. With only the faint glow of the fae-touched plant and Arianna’s dull witch light hanging from a tree, I could not read his blood-streaked face.

      “I am not the monster you think I am.”

      “What are you then?” My voice cracked on the words.

      Arianna dug in her bag, again, and made him drink from a different bottle. Colour returned to his face, and he looked revived.

      “When Thomas was brought to me, it was out of desperation,” Arianna explained. “His mother had no choice but to give him up, even though she loved him very much.”

      “Why?” I asked aghast.

      “You, especially, understand the laws of this land, Dana. I will not need to explain to you the difficulties his mother had to face when she gave birth to him. You see, Thomas’ mother was fae.”

      Words failed me. My breath caught in my throat. My head spun, and I tilted back to land painfully on my bum.

      “Dana.” Thomas reached out to steady me.

      “No,” I whispered, pulling my hand back from his.

      I struggled to comprehend the enormity of it.

      The son of a shifter father and a fae mother. A mix ~ what the fae in Draeguard called an abomination. He was darkfae! A crime as heinous as teaching magic to non-magic folk.

      They would kill him should anyone ever find out. They would lock me up just for knowing about it. They would surely kill Arianna, too, for raising him. Shock seeped through me, but I knew, deep down, I’d always keep their secret.

      “We shouldn’t have told her.”

      The words drifted faintly past me.

      “She needs to know the truth if she is to trust us, Thomas. Give her time.”

      Something cool pressed against my lips. Liquid seeped into my mouth. Sweet and pleasant, it coated my tongue and then ran down my throat as my reflex to swallow kicked in.

      I blinked. Arianna’s face swam into focus. The liquid settled comfortingly in my stomach, calming me.

      “There you are.” She tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I am sorry you had to learn it this way, child. It will be alright.”

      “I am sorry I attacked you,” I said, turning to Thomas. He still looked shocked.

      “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have startled you.”

      Arianna rose to her feet. “Thomas, why don’t you fetch our horses? We can all shelter here for the night.”

      Thomas helped me up. I wanted to clean his head wound for him, but he disappeared into the darkness before I could mention it.

      “Dana,” Arianna had walked over to where I had tied the horses, “come sit by me.”

      I did as she told me, but hoped for no more life-altering news.

      “It isn’t Thomas’ fault who his parents were,” she began. “He didn’t choose this life but is only living it to the best of his abilities. You liked him before. Knowing who his parents were should not change your opinion of him. Give him another chance.”

      She was right, of course. It made me feel stupid for all the things I thought about him. I did like Thomas, but if associating with him made me a criminal, could I do it?

      I knew the answer. My heart knew. Thomas was my friend, even if my stupid brain forgot that sometimes. It was me who had issues I needed to overcome.

      “I was raised in a palace, taught the martial law of Draeguard and Wiltera all my life. I have studied the laws of magic and metamagic. I know what the punishment is should anyone ever learn of your secret.”

      Arianna nodded silently, watching me with dark eyes. I continued.

      “It is a great burden to bear. I can only imagine what it must have cost you, and I now understand why Thomas was so upset that I divulged your location to the messenger.”

      Arianna urged me to carry on with a single nod.

      “Your secret will be safe with me. I may need some time to understand all of it, but I don’t hate Thomas. When did you start teaching him magic?”

      “Only now, I’m afraid. I should have started much sooner, but I had hoped he would never need it. He has talent, though. Maybe you could help?”

      “I would like that.” A smile spread across my face, making me feel instantly better.

      The horses stirred, raised their heads, and stared out into the darkness with alert ears. The big gelding whinnied softly.

      The white blaze of the big Gypsy’s head broke the dark forest path, and then we could see the rest of the big horse as Thomas led him into the small circle of light, followed by Thomas’ own horse.

      I shot up, covered the distance in a few steps, and threw my arms around Thomas’ neck. The Gypsy snorted, startled. Thomas laughed and drew me into a tight hug.

      His warm cheek pressed against my own. His arms, so strong around my back. His scent sent my blood rushing to my face.

      Hastily, I extricated myself from his hug and stepped away, hoping he could not see my flushed cheeks in the dull light. Our eyes met; his dark and shiny.

      “Uhm, I’m glad you’re okay. I’m not mad. Arianna explained.”

      Feeling silly, I took the reins of the Gypsy and led him to the other horses. Thomas followed with his horse. I knew he had a smile on his face. My ears burned.

      “We need to focus, now,” Arianna said when we joined again. “I have been isolated for too long, and I have not seen this coming. We need to do whatever it takes to help Dana return the stones to Draeguard.”

      “Thank you. I know this is not your fight. Thank you, both.”

      “You are wrong, Dana. The dark elves are attacking Draeguard to get to the stones. They have little use for your city. Whatever the elves are planning will affect all of Wiltera.”

      The mention of the stones reminded me of the dull ache within me. I had lived with the moonstones within the palace all my life and never had they affected me. I never thought I had a connection to them.

      “Sleep now,” Arianna continued. “We’ll ride at first light.”

      The stones drifted in and out of my dreams all night until I found myself back in the room where they sat on their cushions. I tried to reach them, but it was like wading through honey. The walls around me shifted, drawing further away. There were lights, out of focus, shining on tall buildings. The dream faded, and I remembered no more.
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      Pine cones littered the narrow forest path as we made our way ever closer to Raven Hall. Slanting sunlight streamed through the tall trees, painting everything in gold and black stripes.

      “Hold it,” Arianna instructed as I balanced the blue energy ball on my left index finger.

      We’d been practising for the last hour. She had explained that the moon magic wasn’t so different from fae magic, and if I applied the same principles, I could manipulate and control it better.

      The energy ball floated higher. I moved my hand in a circle, and the ball spun around it.

      “Good.” Arianna smiled encouragingly. “Take a little break. Thomas, your turn.”

      After concentrating so hard, it was refreshing to watch Thomas practice the simple magic Arianna taught him. He was a little clumsy, but I could see the talent beneath it.

      As the day wore on, and then the next, we practised together. Arianna guided us along paths that had not seen horses in years and kept us safe with a concealment charm.

      “You’re learning quickly.” My face split into a grin when I saw the pride in Thomas’ face.

      “Thanks. You, too, Freckles.” He smiled back. “Where did you learn the illusion charm?”

      “The what?”

      “The illusion charm. You did it just now. You made the acorn look like a pine cone.”

      “Thomas,” Arianna hissed.

      “What?”

      Confused, I looked between them. “It’s just a simple spell. All fae can do it.” I waved my hand and performed the magic to show them.

      “That’s not how you did it just now.”

      “Thomas, perhaps you did not see it right,” Arianna suggested. He glared at her.

      “What’s going on?” A knot of foreboding formed in my stomach.

      Arianna lifted her right arm, turned her hand palm up, and snapped her fingers while uttering a mumbled word. The leaves on the tree ahead of us turned from green to orange.

      “Do you know what I did there?” she asked.

      Bile rose to my throat. I felt sick as all blood drained from my face. Silently, I nodded.

      “It is a witch’s illusion spell, Dana. Witch magic.”

      “But,” I took a deep breath, “how would I know how to do it?”

      “What is important, now, is that I teach you how to use it. I can’t have you running around abusing witch magic and accidentally causing damage.”

      My heart beat wildly in my chest as I thought about which of my other spells might not be fae magic. How would I be able to tell the difference? What if I was a freak?

      “Hey, Freckles, are you alright?”

      Thomas’ warm hand fell on mine. His leg bumped against mine as the horses drew alongside.

      “Stop calling me that,” I said, weakly.

      “She’ll be fine,” he laughed.

      I wasn’t so sure about that. Arianna suspended practice for the rest of that day, saying we were too close to Raven Hall, now.

      The night dragged on as I tossed on my blanket, unable to sleep. Moonstones, dark elves, darkfae, witch magic. What more was life going to throw at me?

      I curled into a ball, drawing my coat tightly around me. If there was a time that I could feel sorry for myself, it was now. Tomorrow, we would reach Raven Hall, and then, who knew what would happen?

      The little fire crackled soothingly in its circle of stones. Tonight, we were safe where we had stopped, for we had found a fairy circle, and camped within it. Common fae often constructed these to ward off evil spirits.

      Knowing I was safe for now, I must have eventually fallen asleep. Thomas came to wake me with a hot mug of tea before sunrise.

      “Rise and shine, Freckles.”

      I shot him an evil glare.

      By the time the sun broke through the trees, we were already on our way. We were quiet now as we rode, for the forest became darker the closer we got to Raven Hall.

      Ominous shadows accompanied us, noises startled us, eyes watched us. Soon, we came upon a well-trodden path.

      “Goblins,” Thomas announced.

      We skirted the edge of Raven Hall, looking for a way in. I had never seen so many goblins in my life. They were everywhere ~ camping within groves, hiding out along riverbanks, blocking off roads, and setting ambushes around corners.

      “There are too many of them,” Thomas growled.

      “They are tough creatures,” Arianna agreed. “Our magic doesn’t affect them as strongly as other legendaries. If there were less, I’d suggest we’d push through, but…” Her voice trailed off.

      Our search for a way in drove us ever further towards Oaktown. Twice we were nearly discovered, but although Arianna’s charm was tested, it held.

      “It’s no use,” Arianna eventually said. “They have the forest locked down tight. We will have to skirt around and try the other way.”

      It took us the rest of the day to skirt the forest and to avoid the town. As the sun began to set and the light faded, we looked for a place to hide for the night.

      “Do you hear that?” Thomas asked, his hearing so much better than ours.

      We listened, but it took us a moment before we heard it, too.

      “Horses,” I breathed.

      We left our horses where we had tied them and ran stealthily through the forest towards the overgrown road.

      Looking down from over a ridge, we saw my father’s regiment, battered and injured, marching towards home.

      I looked for my father, but saw only his horse, being led by Captain Jared. My heart froze.

      Frantically, I searched along the line of marching men. My blood ran cold. There he was, pale as snow, carried on a stretcher by his men.
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      “No,” the wail escaped me before I could stop myself.

      “Dana, no.” Arianna’s fingers grazed my coat, but I was already running.

      My feet slipped on rocks and roots as I raced down the embankment to the road. I stumbled, caught myself, and carried on running. An arrow whistled past my head.

      “Stand down,” Captain Jared ordered, riding hard towards me.

      I barely noticed his tired horse, or Jared’s sunken features, as I sprinted right past him. He turned his horse and raced after me.

      “Princess, wait.”

      “My father,” I huffed between breaths. “Is he alive?”

      “Dana, stop.”

      Jared drew up sharp in front of me, his horse throwing his head wildly, rolling its eyes. I almost crashed into its shoulder. The captain jumped out of the saddle and grabbed me roughly by the shoulders before I could dart off again.

      “Your father is alive.” He looked me straight in the eyes, and I knew it was the truth. “I will take you to him, but I must warn you, he is gravely injured.”

      It hurt when I swallowed, and I didn’t trust myself to speak. Captain Jared walked with me the rest of the way when I nodded my assent.

      My father’s men made way for me, and the bearers set the stretcher down gently. The healer knelt alongside it, beckoning to me.

      “Come, child, don’t be afraid. It will be good for him to hear your voice.”

      I suppressed a sob and stepped closer. They had covered my father in blankets, and I could not see his body from the chest down.

      The top half of his chest was covered in blood-soaked bandages, as was his entire face. The space they had left for his nose and mouth so he could breathe gave me the only indication on the severity of his injuries.

      “Oh.” I fell to my knees beside him, staring at the raw flesh. “Father.”

      “I have given him something for the pain. He is sleeping, now. Your father is a strong man, Princess Dana. Once he is back home, and in the care of the healers there, he has a good chance of recovery,” the healer said.

      “How did this happen?”

      Jared stepped up behind me. “We’re not sure what magic wrought this, but your father was one of the lucky ones,” he said gently.

      “Magic did this?”

      “We believe so. Whatever it was, we couldn’t fight it. It came at us out of nowhere. Drove us back.” Jared’s eyes took on a far-away look, and he swallowed before he carried on. “It moved through the forest like a black shadow. Created a barrier. When we neared it, all we wanted to do was turn around. Even the horses. We fought it for days.”

      I frowned. “It does sound like magic.”

      “Your father wanted to try one last time. Took ten men with him, on foot. They breached the shadow, but only three returned. Your father has been strong.”

      A nerve jumped in my lower eyelid as I tried to put order to my thoughts. I wanted to puke more than anything else, right now.

      Jared’s reassuring hand on my shoulder steadied me. I stayed next to my father until the pins and needles in my legs drove me to my feet. I had made up my mind.

      “Tell me which route you took,” I ordered Jared.

      “Princess, you must come home with us.”

      “I am not alone. My companions are waiting for me, and I will retrieve the stones. See that my father is taken care of.”

      “We couldn’t fight it, Princess. How will you?”

      “My companions know magic the fae do not,” I explained, hoping it would be good enough for him.

      Jared’s mouth drew into a thin line. I lifted my chin and held his gaze.

      “Very well. Take four of my men with you, then. I insist. It is the least I can do.”

      I wasn’t sure if the soldiers would help or hinder us, but the captain insisted. I explained that my companions were not fae, and Captain Jared selected four of his best men that would follow my orders and reserve judgment on my company.

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “Please, take care, Princess.”

      As the column of men marched on, Arianna and Thomas led the horses down the steep embankment. I filled them in on what happened.

      “I am sorry about your father, Dana, but I think I have seen this magic before,” Arianna said as we mounted our horses. “It’s dark magic. Something the elves would use.”

      The four guards fell in line behind us.

      “Oh, no.” My heart skipped a beat. “Will he live?”

      “I am sure he is in good hands, Dana. We need to take care, though. It takes someone with exceptional skill to wield magic like this. Let us hope they have left the area now that they have chased your father’s army away.”

      The day drew to a close, and the light began to fade. The soldiers rode ahead to find us a place to spend the night.

      As we followed them in silence, the knot in the pit of my stomach grew heavier.

      Magic was all around us in Wiltera. It was as common as the leaves on the trees. Yet, I had never seen it used for evil, not until the elves summoned the dark magic.

      Fae, elves, witches, and, if you believed in such, dragons and unicorns, all possessed magic they could wield. I had grown up learning magic as an essential part of my life.

      It was who we were ~ the other folk, the non-humans.

      Of course, I had read the histories, and I knew about the wars and the terrible things that happened in the past, but I never believed them to happen in my lifetime.

      Here I was now, hunting moonstones through an enchanted forest to save a kingdom, all the while worrying if my father would live or die. How had this happened?

      “Freckles, hey.”

      Startled, I noticed we had stopped. It was almost entirely dark by now. The soldiers had tied their horses and busied themselves with making a fire.

      “We should reach the edge of Raven Hall in the morning,” Arianna said as we sat around the flickering flames. “Going by what the men said, the goblins are on guard here, as well.”

      “So, how will we get in?”

      “We will try the same path your father took where they got attacked by the magic. The sorcerer who wielded it is hopefully gone by now.”

      “What if he is not?” Thomas asked.

      “Then, I will have to deal with him,” Arianna answered gravely.

      As we settled in to sleep, I wondered again what kind of witch Arianna was. She could use fae magic and knew about moon magic. Who had taught her? This, in itself, would have been a crime.

      I struggled, again, with the principles that had been drilled into me all my life. Was I on this quest with two criminals? How much had they lied to me about?

      When we continued our journey in the morning, the forest became more oppressive as we entered the edges of Raven Hall. The dark mood did little to dispel my fears.

      “Dark magic lingers here,” Arianna warned. “Keep your wits about you.”

      Of course, it did. This was Raven Hall. Why would she feel the need to warn us? This forest was malicious; we’d experienced this before.

      Thomas shot me a glance. His eyebrows drew close over his eyes, and his lip moved up in a sneer before he turned back to talk to Arianna.

      I frowned. Why would he sneer? Did I see that right?

      They were plotting something and talking about me. My chest heaved as I struggled for breath. The wind whispered eerily through the trees.

      I had misjudged them. I had trusted them, again, and I would pay the price. They had lured me here, to this part of the forest so that they could deal with me once and for all. No, what was I saying? They were my friends. Of course, I trusted them.

      The strange noises in the forest around us grew louder. Twigs snapped. Owls hooted. Wolves howled. Still, the wind blew eerily through the trees.

      I gripped my reins tightly, ready to bolt. The soldiers riding next to me wore frowns of worry, their bodies tense.

      The light around us faded quickly. My skin felt like ice. Arianna turned in her saddle, her eyes glowing yellow. She raised her hands. I screamed.

      “Lift the veil, and raise the curtain. Invert the mirror of your deceit. Bring forth the truth of what you stole, and let us see what you have hidden.”

      Arianna’s spell washed over us in a rush of golden light. The tightness in my chest eased, and I took a breath, staring wide-eyed as Arianna hunched over the saddle.

      Thomas rushed to her side, supporting her. The soldiers milled around, checking on me, checking the perimeter.

      The light had returned to the forest, the birds sang in the trees, and the wind had stopped.

      “We need to be wary,” Arianna said hoarsely. “I don’t think the dark elves took too kindly to us coming through to their stronghold so easily last time. They have fortified their forest.”

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Dark magic, Dana. Put there to deceive us, make us hate, make us fight amongst each other.”

      I shuddered. The dark magic had used my own misgivings against me. It knew my darkest fears.

      Arianna surrounded us with a spell as soon as she regained her strength, and we carried on along the overgrown path.

      Although we did not encounter any more dark magic, the forest had its own tricks to keep us occupied. Stray roots, whipping branches, sudden holes all slowed us down.

      Several times we encountered forks in the road, and we had to choose a path. The soldiers could not recall the way, and by nightfall, even Arianna had lost her sense of direction.

      “I think the forest has led us astray,” she confessed.

      “We should take shelter here,” one of the warriors suggested. “The embankment will protect our backs, and there is a stream close by.”

      As the forest around us darkened, we set up camp, uneasily glancing about us. The horses shifted restlessly as we tied them up.

      “It is going to be a long night,” Thomas said, taking my bag from me and carrying it to the centre of our make-shift camp.

      Arianna hung two witch lights on opposite sides of the small clearing, and I went around charming some of the plants to glow with the fae touch.

      Once the soldiers got the fire going, we settled around it, slightly more at ease. Arianna had cast her concealment spell around us, which should keep us at least somewhat hidden from any patrolling goblins. There were now too many of us for Arianna to protect us completely.

      “We should have found an entry point by now.” Arianna frowned as she took a sip of her tea. “Not once during the day have I felt a rift in the fabric. It is as if it is hidden from us.”

      “Is that possible?” I asked.

      “Possible, yes. Easy, no. It would take a very skilled sorcerer to create such a spell. Let us hope there is another reason why we cannot find a way into the charmed part of Raven Hall.”

      “What if we don’t find it?”

      “Magic cannot remain hidden forever, Dana. I have tricks of my own. We will continue in the daylight, and I will find it.”

      Her eyes glinted in the firelight, and I believed her. She’d drawn her hood over her head and wrapped her coat around her body. Still, I knew now the power the petite body possessed.

      The fire’s flames chased shadows across our camp, making them dance along the trees. It looked like the dark forest moved around us, sending icy shivers along my spine.

      I shifted closer to Thomas. He looked at me briefly but didn’t say anything as he draped his arm around my shoulders.

      Although I couldn’t entirely forget the eerie forest, Thomas’ warmth and scent so close to me altered how my body reacted to the chilly night.

      As blood rushed to my cheeks, I tried to keep my breathing smooth and even. My heart raced in my chest for no apparent reason.

      I needed a distraction.

      “Thomas, do you know who your mother was?”

      To my embarrassment, he lifted his hand to gently stroke my cheek and then tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “Her name was Eldora. She had me when she was nineteen after an affair with my shifter father. Arianna didn’t tell me for a long time. She wanted to make sure I was old enough to understand the truth.”

      The warmth drained from my body. Suddenly, my heart had reason to race. Eldora. I pulled away from Thomas, sitting up straight.

      “Eldora is a nice name,” I hesitated. “What did Arianna tell you about your mother?”

      Thomas shrugged. “Only as much as I needed to know, I guess. She grew up in Wiltera but moved to the human world when she was seventeen. A bit of a rebel.”

      I bit my cheek.

      “That’s where she met my father and fell in love. But, once she fell pregnant, she left my father.”

      “Why did she do that?” I gasped.

      “I am half fae. I don’t look like other shifters. My coat is too light. Any wolf would have known me to be a fake just looking at me.”

      “You’re not a fake.”

      He laughed. “My mother thought my father would have rejected me. The packs would have killed me. She didn’t know what to do or where to go, so she raised me on her own until she became sick. That’s when she went to Arianna.”

      “Oh, Thomas.”

      “My mother went home after she gave me up. Arianna said she didn’t live long, though. Even Arianna didn’t know what was wrong with her.”

      My hands balled into fists as my suspicions were confirmed. Eldora was my aunt. My mother’s sister. The palace often spoke about the tragedy of losing the two sisters when they were still so young.

      I looked up into Thomas’ eyes. Could he be my cousin? How was this possible?

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Thomas held up his hand in warning. His amber eyes darkened, growing larger. His nostrils flared.

      “We’re not alone,” he whispered hoarsely.

      The fire still flickered calmly in the centre of our camp. Two of the soldiers paced the perimeter, while the other two rested. Arianna looked over to us with a worried look.

      Thomas growled. The soldiers by the fire sprang to their feet. Arianna drew her knife.

      Shadows moved behind the trees. Circling us. Yellow eyes flickered in the darkness.

      I got slowly to my feet, backing towards the fire. The soldiers surrounded us now, their spears pointing into the forest.

      Thomas stripped out of his clothes to shift from man to wolf. I averted my eyes until he was done. His pale fur bristled golden in the firelight.

      Growls and howls taunted us from between the trees. The shadows flitted across our fields of vision ~ too quick to see what they were.

      “Stay close,” one of the soldiers ordered.

      Arianna and I pressed our backs together, staring into the darkness. My hands shook as I held them in front of me, the blue orbs floating above my palms.

      A twig snapped. A loud growl followed. The soldiers waved their spears towards the sound.

      We all flinched as the witch lights went out, one by one. Then, the fae-touched plants dulled until they went dark.

      We shrank closer to the fire. The howls around us grew louder.

      Thomas’ growls grew louder, too, as the head of a massive brown wolf emerged from the darkness, stalking towards us.

      Its fangs dripped with saliva as it growled. Its eyes glowed yellow, piercing us with its stare.

      Another head emerged to our left. Then, another to our right. Two more behind us. Several more still in the darkness. They circled us, snapping, growling.

      The first wolf stopped in front of Thomas. It licked its lips. Then, it sprang.

      “Thomas, no!”
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      The two wolves came together with ferocious snarls, spittle flying from their gaping mouths.

      The others sprang from the darkness, attacking together with exposed teeth and razor claws.

      A sharp tug on my arm yanked me backwards, sending me sprawling beside the fire. Arianna stepped in front of me, pushing her hands out towards the nearest wolf.

      The blast of magenta magic hit the creature square in the face, twisting its head, and it came tumbling to the ground in front of us.

      Arianna stretched over me and shot a blast at another beast. They came from all directions.

      The soldiers sliced and stabbed, struggling to gain the upper hand. More wolves came out of the darkness.

      Thomas yowled in pain. The other wolf attacked again with terrifying snarls.

      Magic zoomed over me as Arianna whirled around the spot where she had pushed me to the ground. She struggled to hold them off.

      With Thomas’ cries of pain loud in my ears, I rose to my feet. My hands glowed of their own accord.

      A wolf dived through the fire, straight at Arianna. The moon magic hit it mid-air, sending it sprawling through the dirt on the other side of the clearing.

      Arianna spared a second to look at me; then we were back to back, fighting together.

      How many were there? Twenty? Thirty? They kept coming. Great, dirty, shaggy beasts ~ nothing like I had ever seen before.

      Their yellow eyes glowed menacingly in the darkness, warning us only moments before their attack.

      Some of them had gone after the horses, but there was nothing we could do about it now.

      One of the soldiers fell to the ground. He’d lost his spear and his sword. Wielding only his knife, he fought desperately for his life.

      I blasted two wolves out of my way and ran towards the soldier. The wolf mauled his shoulder; the man screamed in pain.

      Blood prickled beneath my skin. Purple flecks mixed with the blue glow of my magic.

      “Aaargh.”

      My arms stretched out, and two searing bolts of lightning shot from my palms; one bolt connected with a wolf mid-air, throwing him backwards and slammed him into a tree; the other bolt speared through another wolf, and sent him skidding through the dirt.

      Dead.

      I spared the hideous beasts no second thought as I whirled around. My chest heaved with excitement ~ such power.

      The magic exploded from my hands again, racing across the camp to kill the wolf Thomas grappled with.

      Dead.

      I didn’t wait for Thomas’ reaction, but found my next target, and then, the next. Their cries of pain urged me on, making me feel powerful.

      Another soldier went to the ground. He stabbed his wolf before I could help him.

      Thomas got attacked anew. This time, by three wolves. His howls incited me.

      I raced over to help Thomas but got cut off by five others. They stalked me, surrounded me.

      Arianna was fighting three of her own. The soldiers were likewise engaged. I sent a killing-blast at the middle wolf.

      Wrong move. The flanking wolves attacked before I could turn. Snapping teeth flashed past my face.

      I ducked to the side, shooting wildly around me. My shoulder screamed in pain as it hit the ground.

      A wolf slid to the ground next to me, its face grinding into the dirt. The yellow light left its eyes, leaving them dull and dead.

      I rolled. Arianna shouted my name. Another shot left my hands. The clearing lit up in purple and blue light.

      We fought back to back, again. Only three wolves left. I despatched them. Pitiful yelps.

      Dead.

      “Dana.”

      Arianna’s voice sounded from so far away. I blinked. Slowly. The force when my knees hit the ground as I dropped rattled my teeth.

      Comforting arms wrapped around me. “Can you hear me?”

      Welcoming darkness enveloped me as my eyes closed. So tired.

      “They took Thomas. Dana, wake up.”

      No, we beat them. Time to rest.

      “You, bring me that bag.” Shuffling sounds. “Dana, drink this.”

      Liquid touched my lips. It burned. Bitter. Sour down my throat. I coughed, suddenly awake.

      “What…?” My skin crawled as I got to my feet, looking at the carnage around me. I’d done that.

      “Dana, look at me.” Arianna took my face in her hands, holding it firmly. “Focus. There is no time for this now. We need to find Thomas.”

      “They took him?”

      “Yes.”

      The reality finally sunk in. Whatever happened to me during the attack could wait.

      Arianna quickly checked the wounded soldier, but after a moment, she closed his still eyes.

      The others gathered our supplies and then searched for the spoor to follow. There were paw prints everywhere. Which way had they gone?

      “The horses ran this way,” one of the soldiers said.

      “We’ll worry about them later,” Arianna snapped.

      It took us several minutes in the dark to find a trail that led away from our clearing. Four or five wolves had passed here. There was blood.

      The forest kept delaying us with gnarled roots that tripped us up, branches that whipped in our faces, and night-time animals that shot across our path, startling us.

      The crystal orbs in Arianna’s witch lights got damaged during the fight. The soldiers carried two torches, casting flickering orange light into the trees, chasing eerie shadows.

      We came across more blood and tufts of fur ~ both white and brown ~ but no sign of the wolves.

      As the night turned towards morning, and the bit of sky that was visible through the canopy turned blue, we sat down beside a stream, tired and worn.

      “Drink water only from your canteens,” Arianna cautioned. “We are not welcome here.”

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      “First, we rest. Then, we go back and find the horses. I’d also like to take a closer look at those dead wolves. Maybe I can learn something about them.”

      Talk about the wolves brought back the memory of what I had done to them. The thrill of the kill prickled beneath my skin. I shuddered.

      “What happened to me?” I needed to know, but I clenched my hands into fists as I waited for Arianna to answer.

      She studied my face with a frown. Maybe, she didn’t know what I meant. I opened my mouth to explain when she reached out to smooth out my hands.

      “That, which we all feared, has happened. That, which your councillors warned about, has come true. Moon magic is very powerful, Dana, and, in the wrong hands, dangerous. You got a taste of that today.”

      “It just happened. That soldier was screaming. I wanted to help him.”

      “I know, child.” She tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Given the circumstances, you cannot be blamed for what happened. We needed to survive. But, now, you need to learn to control it.”

      “How do I do that?” The memory of the power fizzled beneath my skin.

      “There used to be an ancient people that lived in South America. They ruled longer than any other civilisation, built cities larger than any other, and their technology was more advanced than anything the rest of the world had ever seen.”

      I frowned. What did this have to do with me? “The Incas?”

      “Mystery still shrouds their history to this day. At least, that is what the humans believe. We know better. Moon magic ruled that land, wielded by two brothers. Although the Incas were prosperous, they were also cruel and greedy. It eventually proved to be their downfall.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “There are many other instances in history where moon magic is the root of the evil that occurred there.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I want you to understand what could happen if you do not gain control over it.”

      I looked down at my hands. Surely, it wouldn’t come to that?

      Arianna continued. “There once was a queen who had lost her baby in a fire. She was so heartbroken, she withdrew to the north and turned the entire land into winter. She stole children and trained them to be her army. She raided, and pillaged, and spread terror wherever she went.”

      “The Snow Queen? That’s just a bed-time story.”

      “Is it?”

      “I just want to get the moonstones back and go home.”

      “Not all used moon magic to cause havoc amongst the people,” Arianna continued mercilessly. “There was a witch who had a grudge against just one man. She turned him into a beast and locked him into his castle. This story did not end the way you remember it, either.”

      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Are you sure?” Her dark eyes bored into me. “Tell me how you felt when you killed those wolves.”

      I shrank back from her, wrapping my arms around my middle. How did she know?

      “I just wanted to save the soldier.”

      “How did it make you feel?”

      My eyes darted to the remaining three soldiers. They sat apart from us, resting, not listening to our conversation.

      Even in the cool of night, my clothes stuck to me, clammy with perspiration. I wished I could climb out of my skin, take it off, and never feel the intense prickle of excitement beneath it again.

      “Dana,” Arianna gripped my arms, “look at me.”

      “Powerful,” the whispered word slid over my lips, betraying me. “Like nothing could stop me. Excited, even.”

      Arianna’s hands slid down my arms until they hung lifelessly by her side. The defeat in her eyes ripped a hole in my chest.

      “This is all my fault,” she muttered. “I should have known.”

      With a sigh, Arianna rose to her feet. She held out a hand to help me up, and I took it.

      “We need to go back and find the horses. Come.”

      Arianna led the way, muttering a spell under her breath to keep the forest at bay. The soldiers stayed close to me, hacking at anything that threatened me.

      We eventually returned to the devastated campsite. Our things laid scattered around the clearing, but the dead wolves were gone.

      “They came back for their dead,” one of the soldier’s said, and a shiver passed over me.

      “As did we,” another said, and together the three set to burying their own.

      As we gathered our bags, sounds within the trees told us we were not alone. The soldiers pushed us into the middle, pointing their spears towards the forest.

      “Wait.” I pushed myself between the spears.

      A brown muzzle emerged from the foliage, followed by big brown eyes and alert ears. The horse snorted, walking towards me with a swaying head.

      “There’s a good boy,” I greeted the big gelding.

      The Gypsy came next, and then the rest of the horses. One of the soldier’s horses got injured ~ a nasty bite on its hind leg.

      Arianna made sure he was fit to ride before we resumed our search for Thomas by applying some healing herbs, and I used some of my healing magic on him.

      “It is like the wolves disappeared into thin air,” Arianna said. “Their spoor simply vanishes.”

      “If they were wolves, at all.” The soldier to my left shuddered.

      “What do you think they want with him?” I asked Arianna; my worry for Thomas intensified by the fact that this was all my fault.

      “I don’t know, Dana. Maybe they only took him because he was a wolf, too.”

      The doubt in her voice echoed my own. I was sure the reasons were more sinister than that.

      The horses plodded along the narrow game trail, unaffected by the malice of the forest around us. While Arianna kept muttering her spell, I reached out to the trees with fae magic, calming them.

      Our efforts did not make the forest any friendlier, but at least we managed to pass without any harm to our persons.

      As the light began to fade, and the soldiers looked for a suitable place to make camp, a sense of unease raised the hairs at the back of my neck.

      I looked over at Arianna, but she seemed unaffected, which was strange because she was usually aware of such things. My heart raced as the vibrations of something familiar set my nerves on edge.

      My horse snorted, aware of my distress. I stared about me, looking for the source, knowing I would not find it here.

      “Dana, what’s wrong?”

      “Dark magic,” I whispered. “It’s all around us. Can’t you feel it?”

      Arianna sat up straighter on her horse and looked around. Narrowing her eyes, she looked back at me.

      “Where does it come from?”

      “It is everywhere.”

      “Where is it strongest?”

      I closed my eyes. The magic sent icy shivers down my spine. It left a bitter taste in my mouth, just like the magic the elves attacked the palace with.

      “That way.” Opening my eyes, I pointed down an unseen path to our left, which we had just ridden past.

      Arianna nodded. “That is the way we need to go. Camp can wait. Light your torches. Dana, lead the way.”

      Swallowing back a reply, I nudged the gelding and guided him down the narrow path. Every fibre of my body told me not to go this way.

      It was a trick; I knew it was. They wanted me to be scared and turn around. I clamped my jaw firmly shut and ignored my fear. I’d faced worse than a bit of dark magic floating on the ether.

      As the light faded, so did my resolve. The magic became more potent the longer we followed it. I knew we were getting close to whatever the dark elves were trying to hide, but I wasn’t sure how long I could carry on.

      A hand settled on my thigh. I had not heard Arianna pull her horse up next to mine. When I looked across at her now, her eyes were kind and reassuring.

      “Just a little further. You’re doing great.”

      My chest shuddered as I took a deep breath. I could see by the set of her mouth that she could feel it, too, now.

      The dark magic wormed its way through my veins, nauseating me. I shivered, clinging to my horse, forcing myself to ignore the discomfort.

      We rode on, but I threw up twice before we reached a clearing where the moonlight touched the ground, giving us enough light to see by. We stopped to take a break.

      My legs collapsed beneath me when I got off my horse. My hands and knees hit the coarse grass of the clearing, and my vision shifted, revealing yellow sand underneath the grass.

      I scratched the grass, pulling out tufts of it ~ just grass. I moved my head. There it was again ~ yellow sand. I reached for it.

      “Dana, what are you doing?” Arianna bent down, trying to help me up.

      “We’re here. This is the place. I can see sand on the other side of the fabric. There.” I pointed to the spot where I’d pulled out the grass.

      I stood up, waving my hand in front of my face. The air shimmered, revealing patches of another world beyond.

      “The fabric is thin here,” Arianna agreed. “Quickly, gather around.”

      We brought the horses into the middle of the clearing. The moonlight turned everything shades of white and blue. Arianna began her chant to invoke the magic.

      All around us, the fabric between worlds dissolved. Raven Hall of Wiltera as we knew it receded and the enchanted Raven Hall of the dark elves materialised before our eyes.

      The moon shone through the trees, here; its light broken by the canopy. Night-flowering vine lilies glowed a pale white as they circled trunks of tall trees.

      The magic stopped, and we looked around the dark clearing. A smile spread across my face as the aching hollowness within me had faded ~ the moonstones must be close.

      Arianna reached back and gripped my wrist, hard. My smile froze on my lips.

      From the darkness, a pair of red eyes watched us.
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      “Don’t move,” Arianna whispered.

      The soldiers shuffled nervously. My heart beat loudly in my ears. The eyes moved.

      The horses tugged on their reins. They hadn’t seen it yet, but they could sense it.

      We turned together as the eyes circled us; blinking on and off as it moved behind trees.

      It moved so silently; we could not hear its footfalls. Only when it shuffled its feathers were our suspicions confirmed.

      The gryphon stood in the gloom between the trees, hiding most of its body, but I knew him to be a powerful animal ~ with the body of a lion, the head of an eagle, and wings it could set on fire. My heart raced.

      “What does it want?” I spoke softly into Arianna’s ear.

      She shook her head. “Slowly mount your horses.”

      We moved in slow-motion. The horses shifted; the smell of the gryphon in their noses.

      “Walk on, slowly.”

      The gryphon screeched as we left the clearing. We did our best to keep the horses calm and kept them walking at a slow pace.

      All of us wanted to run, to let the horses flee with us, but that would only incite the gryphon.

      Nearly twice the size of a horse, with claws, wings, and a sharp beak ~ it, was not a beast to anger.

      Gryphons were generally known as protectors of the forest, but they were also watchers, guards, spies, or anything else you needed them to be ~ if you could get them to agree to work for you.

      We followed a well-travelled road, wide enough for a little moonlight to penetrate. We didn’t dare light the torches now.

      The glowing red eyes followed, silently, at a distance. The gryphon kept to the shadows, observing, for now, and we gave it no reason to change its mind.

      I didn’t fail to notice that the forest had deteriorated since last I had been here. Even in the dark, I could see many of the plants affected by the strange disease.

      To keep at least the forest on our side, I cast out my fae magic, healing what I could as we rode by. The silvery magic flowed from my hands in gossamer streaks. The heavy oppressiveness the plants felt was lifted almost immediately as it washed over them.

      Several times, we saw the red dots of the gryphon’s eyes blinking within the dark forest, keeping pace with us as we rode along the road.

      It unnerved us, and the horses sweated with nervous energy. I did my best to direct some of my fae magic to them, too but soon realised it was my own fear that set them on edge.

      Agonisingly slowly, the light strengthened within the forest. Morning birds began to sing, and the night-flowering plants faded.

      “There are horses ahead,” the soldier in the lead warned us.

      “It is too open here.” Panicked, Arianna looked around. “My magic won’t conceal all of us.”

      “But, you can make your entire cottage disappear.”

      “Those charms I’ve built up over the years, Dana. I have no time for that, now. We need to hide.”

      We all looked apprehensively into the forest to our left. We could not see the gryphon’s eyes right now, but we had no doubt he was still there.

      “My Ladies, in here.”

      One of the soldiers had gotten off his horse and now held back some branches of a large bush, which revealed a narrow game trail, leading off the path to our right.

      The sound of hoofbeats drew closer. They would come around the bend in the road and see us if we didn’t hurry.

      We all got off our horses and dragged them, one by one, down the narrow trail. They had to duck their heads to fit below the hanging branches, and they swished their tails in displeasure.

      The last soldier let the branches snap back to their natural position, hiding the entrance to the path. We hoped our hoof and footprints would go unnoticed.

      The trail didn’t lead to anywhere. It narrowed and then disappeared beneath some low shrubbery.

      “What now?” a soldier asked.

      We stood, pressed up against each other, trying to be as quiet as possible. The horses shifted nervously as the forest sent out probing shoots to investigate the intrusion.

      “Dana,” Arianna hissed, making eyes at me over the rump of her horse.

      A vine curled around my ankle. Another yanked my hair. A branch smacked a soldier across the face. The forest didn’t want us here. I needed to act now.

      My healing fae magic flowed out in waves around me, touching the plants as it spread. Now that we weren’t riding anymore, it was so much more effective. The forest noticed it, too.

      The probing vines and branches retreated. The trail widened for us to stand easier. The shrubbery towards the road grew so dense we lost sight of the road completely.

      Only some dull sounds still penetrated, which let us know the riders came past. They spoke an elder tongue, and Arianna guessed them to be noble-born dark elves.

      I would have liked to see them, but the forest kept us hidden until the elves were entirely out of sight.

      When we emerged from the forest we saw only the spoor of the elves ~ our own had been miraculously erased.

      “It is a useful talent you have, Dana,” Arianna said to me once we continued down the road.

      “It is just the healing magic we use on our plants. I am glad it works, here, though.”

      The soldier bringing up the rear coughed. “I mean not to eavesdrop, but my wife works in the gardens. The fauna healing magic has many uses, but it is not powerful like that. I have never seen anything like it.”

      I stared at him. He smiled at me apologetically.

      “Even I have never seen the healing magic applied that way,” Arianna agreed. “I assumed you knew this was different.”

      I just shook my head. What was wrong with me? Moon magic, witch magic, and now this. Who was I?

      I had to push the thought to the back of my mind as we made our way through the forest during the course of the day, but it never left me, gnawing on me, festering in the background.

      The forest around us became darker, the disease more wide-spread. Soon, my magic was exhausted trying to heal the plants, and I sat tiredly in my saddle, hoping the forest would still let us pass.

      “There are people ahead.”

      Arianna and I looked up at the whispered warning. We had ridden undisturbed for such a length of time; we had almost become complacent.

      My heart raced as the sound of voices reached my ears. Little light penetrated the forest here. A steep embankment rose to our right, clad in dense, thorny shrubbery.

      To our left, the ever-watchful eyes of the gryphon had been following us all day. We needed to make a choice ~ be discovered or take a chance hiding within the gryphon’s domain.

      We hesitated longer than we should have. The voices that carried to us turned out to be mostly goblins, punctuated here and there by an elf.

      At the last moment, we hurried the horses off the road and into the trees. As the last soldier entered the forest, a warning shout rang out from the goblin party approaching.

      We’d been discovered.

      “What was that?” “Did you see?” “Let’s get it.”

      The guttural sounds of the goblins drew closer as we struggled through the trees. We were too large a group to move quickly in such a confined space. Arianna cast a concealment spell as best she could.

      The voices behind us had almost reached the area where we had entered the trees. They would see our spoor within moments.

      Up ahead, a sudden screech spooked the horses. We held on tightly as they pulled on their reins, their eyes rolling wildly in their sockets.

      My heart hammered, and I stared wide-eyed, as the gryphon approached us. He looked down on us with his glowing red eyes, judging us.

      I cowered close to my horse, looking up at the magnificent beast before me. To my surprise, it nodded, then quickly stepped away from us.

      We watched in wonder as it crashed noisily through the trees. It exited precisely where we had entered, startling the goblins on our trail.

      Although we couldn’t see much of what happened on the road, the screeching of the gryphon, and the screams of the goblins, told us we would no longer be followed.

      “It helped us,” I said in wonder.

      “Maybe those goblins have done the forest harm in the past,” one of the soldiers said hesitantly.

      “I think there is more to it than that,” Arianna said, giving me a strange look.

      “What do we do now, my Ladies?”

      “Can we rest? Just for a moment?”

      I didn’t wait for an answer. My legs folded beneath me, and I landed ungracefully on my rear.

      “Dana?” Arianna’s voice was tinged with worry.

      “I’m just tired. The magic has drained me.”

      “Alright, let’s stay here until we’re sure the goblins have passed. Dana, maybe you shouldn't use any other magic but fae, for a while.”

      “How do I know, Arianna? How can I tell the difference?”

      The lower eyelid of her left eye twitched, even as she tried to give me a reassuring smile. “Let’s start with the healing of the plants, alright?”

      “But, we need it to pass through the forest.”

      Her eyes widened for a moment, and she stared over my head. “Maybe not,” she breathed, and I turned to look.

      The gryphon stood in clear view between two trees, less than ten yards away. Its magnificent body glistened. The horses shifted nervously but remained calm.

      The red eyes travelled over our group until they settled on me. A shiver passed over me, raising the hairs on my skin.

      My breath stuck in my throat as the great beast gracefully lowered itself into a bow, bending its neck in respect. When it rose again, it nodded in my direction, then disappeared silently into the forest.

      After a moment’s silence, Arianna said in a shaky voice, “I think we have just been given a pass.”

      “Why would the gryphon do that?”

      “Because you have been kind to its forest.” Arianna’s smile, this time, was genuine. “He is going to help us because you help him.”

      Once the soldiers confirmed the goblins had gone, we carried on. As the afternoon wore into evening, the light faded around us, giving rise to the soft glow of the night-blooming flowers.

      We needed to find shelter, soon, and sent one of the soldiers ahead to look for a suitable spot. He came back moments later, looking flushed.

      “There is a crossroad ahead. A group of eight dark elves and two goblins have taken the path to the left. They are dragging behind them a prisoner. A white wolf.”

      The blood drained from my face. My hands shook. We’d found Thomas.

      Arianna voiced what I was thinking. “Is he alright?”

      The soldier shook his head. My heart sank. “He looks weak, barely able to walk. They beat him every time he stumbled.”

      My hand flew to my racing heart. “We must save him.”

      Arianna’s jaw muscles worked hard, her face stony. “Take us there.”

      Our protection detail of three led the way. We reached the crossroad, but the dark elves were already out of sight.

      “They went this way.” The soldier pointed down a dark path. We followed it.

      “Dana, help me,” Arianna commanded. “I don’t have the strength to conceal us all, but if we work together, we could do it.”

      “What must I do?” I asked.

      Arianna showed me which incantation to say to aide her in the concealment spell. The words were simple, but drawing the magic forth from within took some practice. I got it right on my third try. We got ready.

      It sapped my strength, but not so much that I couldn’t handle it. I tried to ignore the fact that I was practising witch magic. By now, it mattered little. My magic was so mixed up, already.

      We closed in on the elves; their casual conversation interspersed by the crack of a whip and the guttural grunts of the goblins.

      “We dare not get closer with the horses, or we will be seen,” one of the soldiers said. “What do you wish to do?”

      “Dana, if we assist you as backup, would you be able to attack them with moon magic?”

      I shuddered. The memory of what I had done to the wolves with the yellow eyes surfaced beneath my skin. I suppressed the excitement.

      “I feel weak,” I said honestly, “but for Thomas, I will try.”

      Arianna nodded gravely, “There are many of them and few of us,” she said, turning to the soldiers. “Our magic will not be enough to incapacitate all of them. We’ll concentrate on the elves. Will you be able to handle the goblins?”

      “Aye, there are only two of them.”

      My hands trembled as we hid the horses off the path within the trees. I leaned my forehead against the gelding’s neck, drawing some comfort from his warmth.

      “Dana,” Arianna’s hand touched me gently on the shoulder, “can you do this?”

      The lump in my throat made it difficult to speak. “I am scared, Arianna.”

      “I know.” She took me in her arms. “I wish there were another way.”

      I took a deep breath and stepped away from her. There wasn’t another way, and if we wanted to save Thomas, we would need to hurry.

      The five of us hurried silently along the edge of the path, half hidden by foliage, following the spoor. I cringed at the sign of drag marks and blood.

      The group finally came into view. The elves rode ahead; their horses beautiful and noble.

      The goblins walked behind, dragging the wolf, who, by now, could barely walk. Each crack of the whip ignited a fire within me as it landed on Thomas’ back, flaying another piece of fur off him.

      I balled my fists, struggling to control my rage.

      “A bit closer,” Arianna whispered.

      I ground my teeth, holding the rage within me as we slunk along the shadows. The urge to blast the goblins out of existence consumed me.

      “Wait,” the soldier in the lead whispered, “something is happening.”

      We all crunched together, peeking through the foliage. The goblins picked up the wolf, who whined, even as the elves greeted others who rode out to greet them from a narrow trail we had failed to notice.

      Cursing our luck, we stealthily followed them as they all marched down this well-trodden trail, which soon became paved with ancient stones.

      We had to go deeper into the woods, hiding, for the elves took their lupine prize to some ancient ruins, swarming with elves and goblins.

      “This looks to be the former castle of Aladrien,” Arianna whispered in awe.

      I had heard of it. Its history had been taught to me in class. Aladrien was once a prosperous, illustrious city when the elves were still in good standing with the rest of Wiltera.

      “What do we do now?”

      “I don’t know, Dana.” Arianna reached out and clutched my hand. “Let’s watch for a while. Maybe we can learn of a pattern or something else useful.”

      I nodded, but looking at the warriors and goblins encamped around the ruins left me with little hope.

      “There is Thomas,” Arianna suddenly said, lifting her body slightly to peer over the bush she hid behind.

      I followed her gaze and saw two elves lead Thomas into a dark entrance of the ruins, heavily guarded by goblins. My heart sank.

      Beside me, Arianna caught her breath. We saw at the same time, and the release of adrenaline through my body felt like I had been doused with cold water.

      We both ducked at the same time but knew it was too late. The sorceress, Sorena, had looked straight at us.
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      We scurried backwards through the thick foliage, our hearts racing. A flock of birds, disturbed by our hasty retreat, rose noisily into the air in protest.

      “Back to the horses,” Arianna ordered.

      “Wait.”

      I carefully crept back to the low ridge where we had lain. Sorena had resumed her walk, her gaze now following the birds across the sky.

      “I don’t think she saw us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Look, she is walking away.”

      We stayed on this low ridge for a long while, watching, but there was little to learn here.

      We didn’t dare cross the ancient road, so we circled the ruins around the back, sneaking up to random campfires, listening in on conversations.

      I’d never known talk between warriors could be so dull. Horses, weapons, women. Urgh. Did they never talk about their purpose?

      As the light faded, so did our hope. My stomach growled fiercely as we slowly made our way back to the horses in the dark.

      We were lucky we had not been discovered, and we should be thankful, but the rage burned as fiercely within me as my hunger.

      “Here,” Arianna handed me some bread, “you need to keep up your strength.”

      My saliva pooled in my mouth at the thought of biting into the loaf. I took it gratefully. We still had cheese, dried meat and fruit, and grains to keep us fed for a while.

      “I see your gryphon has been looking after the horses in our absence,” Arianna commented, nodding at the creature half hiding behind some trees in the distance. “I think you need to thank him.”

      At Arianna’s meaningful glance, I walked a few steps into the dark forest. The healing magic spread a soft silvery light around me as I let it wash over the sick plants.

      I’d never noticed how beautiful it was. It now caught me by surprise.

      “You don’t get to see it this intense during the day,” Arianna whispered in awe as she came to stand by me. “You truly are special, child.”

      My magic flickered, and I had to concentrate on keeping it going. I did not want to be special. I just wanted to be Dana. Dana with fae magic.

      The magic drained me quicker than it had before, and I realised just how tired I was. Arianna fussed around me, concerned that the deadly magic I had used on those wolves still affected me.

      I shuddered. Could it be true?

      Before the light broke in the morning, we left our camp to seek out the ruins. Even at this hour, the guards paced restlessly around the entrances to the ancient building.

      The rest of the warriors and goblins slept lightly around their fires and within their tents. Within an hour, still before sunrise, the entire camp was awake and going about their morning business.

      We spent the day uselessly hiding around the ruins, learning absolutely nothing. Once, we saw Sorena walking across the open ground between the ruins and the campsite, but this time, the sorceress did not look up.

      Back at our camp, my frustrations boiled over. I sat hunched over, close to our shielded fire, slow tears running down my cheeks. I’d gained a friend, I’d gained a cousin, and even if I’d been hard on him sometimes, I’d do anything to have Thomas back with me, right now.

      It mattered not that he was a half-breed, or that he practised illegal magic, or that he didn’t tell me he was my cousin. I just wanted him to be safe.

      “It is best we split up,” Arianna suggested the next day. “We need to get closer to the elven warriors. There must be a way to get into the ruins without being seen. You two, go with Dana. You come with me.”

      “I never asked your names.”

      The soldiers stared at me for a moment as we separated from the others. It wasn’t seemly for common soldiers to give their names to royalty.

      “Lin.”

      “Finley.”

      I nodded. “Let us be successful today.”

      Moisture soaked through my trousers from the dew on the leaves as we stalked through the foliage. The air held so much moisture this morning that my lungs laboured to breathe.

      Even the birds around us sounded subdued, and the warriors within the camp were slow to stir this morning. It was either the opportunity we had been waiting for, or it would turn into a bad day.

      As if on cue, Finley motioned for us to hide. We ducked, daring not to breathe as we remained motionless behind a curly-leafed fern.

      The heavy footsteps of warriors came past; the clang of metal accompanying their every step.

      As the footsteps faded, I closed my eyes and took a slow breath. Too close. I was about to say the same to my companions when I felt my body go rigid.

      My eyes widened in shock as the magic spread through me. “Run,” I still managed to yell, but it was too late.

      The elven warriors sprang through the trees to ambush my guard. Lin and Finley valiantly drew their swords, but the six elven warriors killed them within moments without grace.

      “Princess,” the sorceress Sorena sneered behind me, “so glad you could grace us with your presence. I have been wondering who has been stalking around our castle.”

      The sorceress came into my field of vision. I would have recoiled had my body not been frozen by her magic.

      Dark clothes clad her unnaturally thin body, and she had painted her face with black and red patterns.

      “Take her,” Sorena commanded, and two dark elves picked me up and carried me towards the ruins.

      Sorena’s magic itched through my body like a thousand ants. I wanted to squirm, but could not. I could feel the elven warriors’ hands on me, and it nauseated me.

      Warriors murmured under their breath, and goblins laughed out loud, as they carried me by. I tried to ignore them and hoped the commotion would alert Arianna of my predicament.

      The warriors’ boots rang loud on the ancient paving stones as we entered the ruins. We entered through a dark archway, and when we stepped into the light again, my breath caught in my throat.

      What were ancient ruins gave way to smooth rock walls of a well-lit castle. Plush tapestries hung along the walls, and thick carpets muffled the warriors’ footfalls.

      We passed elegant furniture and elaborate doorways until we came to a stone archway. At a sign from Sorena, four of the warriors left us, and only the two carrying me followed her down the darkened steps.

      Soft chanting travelled up the stairs as we descended, but it wasn’t that which suddenly had my stomach in knots.

      Even bound by magic, my body began to tremble with the moonstones so close.

      The staircase opened into a circular, dome-shaped room. The only natural light came from a round opening within the apex of its ceiling.

      Torches burned in their brackets all around the room, illuminating the faces of the chanting acolytes with their flickering light.

      My heart raced at the sight of the four moonstones sitting on velvety padding upon a central altar. A candle burned at each corner of the massive slab of granite.

      I remembered my dreams, but this room looked different from what I’d seen ~ only the strange opening at the top was the same.

      “Leave,” Sorena ordered, and the warriors dropped me by her feet.

      Sorena released her spell on me, and I put out my hands to break my fall. I still grazed my chin on the rough stones, and I looked up at the sorceress with blood dripping from my face and hatred flowing from my eyes.

      “Whatever it is you want from me, I won’t give it.”

      Icy shivers ran down my spine as Sorena laughed. “I don’t need you to ‘give’ me anything.”

      The acolytes chanted louder. With a wave of her hand, Sorena floated me in the air before I could defend myself.

      My back smacked into the cold stone of the altar, and I slumped there, unable to move.

      With dread, I watched the acolytes advance. They crowded around the altar, chanting louder the closer they came.

      Sorena’s incantation soon mingled with the male voices, and the room spun before my eyes. Sweat formed on my forehead, and I struggled to breathe.

      The sorceress’ spell intensified, and as the moonstones reacted, they drew their power from me. No wonder Sorena had been so happy she’d found me.

      I squirmed as the magic worked. The weight of it pushed me to the floor, pinning me there.

      The stones began to glow, spreading their blue light around the egg-shaped room. An eerie gust of air stirred and blew out all the torches.

      The acolytes paid me no mind as I writhed on the floor, Sorena using me to activate the moonstones. I tried to see what she was doing, but I couldn’t see that far back.

      “Ǎl hendare ò mane çú padra sê gorne.”

      Sorena’s incantation meant nothing to me, but the effect of it was instant. Bright flashes seared my eyes, needles stabbed through my eardrums, a block of iron crushed my ribs.

      A shrill scream filled the room, and I rolled into a ball, covering my bleeding ears. I didn’t want to hear the pitiful sound.

      When I took a deep breath, trying to ease the pain, the sound stopped. I hiccuped. Blood dripped from my nose. Then, I screamed again until I took my next breath.

      Sorena’s voice sounded from far away. The incantation had changed, releasing me from the blinding pain. The grey stone of the altar swam before my vision. I crawled towards it.

      The stones’ blue light pulsated all around us, and I could feel their magic working, draining me. I suddenly knew what she was doing. Draeguard was under attack.

      I cowered helplessly at Sorena’s feet. My fingers raked ineffectively over her ankles. My eyes closed. I fought it.

      A sudden stutter in Sorena’s incantation gave me a blissful respite from my pain. I still couldn’t lift my head, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw an acolyte drop to the ground.

      Something grey flew across my vision. Sorena hastened through her incantations, making me squirm once more.

      A whoosh of magic shot past me, and as Sorena cried out in pain, my invisible bounds released me.

      I rolled over onto my back, finally able to take a full breath. It seared my lungs but brought new life to me. The grey blur flashed before my eyes again, and I saw now that it was Thomas.

      Ragged, and still bleeding, the wolf tore at the acolytes, chasing them from the room. Those that could not escape fast enough paid with torn flesh.

      Another whoosh of magic flew over me, followed closely by a raging Arianna. Her hair had come undone from her usual tight bun and streamed wildly behind her, adding to her manic appearance.

      I scrambled to get out of the way, but my body was still too weak. Arianna tried to shield me with her body as she duelled with Sorena, but more than once some stray magic frizzled my hair or singed my skin.

      “Get her out of here,” Arianna yelled between blasts.

      I tried to stand. If we were leaving, then we had to take the stones.

      My legs buckled beneath me.

      Something growled by my side. I looked into the soft amber eyes of the wolf until he ducked his head so my arm would drape around his neck.

      I didn’t have the strength to argue. “Take the stones,” I whispered, hoping Arianna would hear me.

      Thomas crouched further, and I almost toppled over. How was he going to support my weight like this?

      He growled and turned his head to snap at me. I was so tired. What did he want? He nudged me again.

      A flash of magic shot over us, shattering an urn on the wall. Thomas whined.

      “Get on him,” Arianna yelled. “Get out of here.”

      The wolf’s body shifted, pressing his flank against me. I grabbed his fur and, with his help, pulled myself up. He gave me only a moment to throw my arms around his neck before he leapt through the archway and up the stairs.

      Two dead guards greeted us at the top, but with the acolytes escaping, their living friends would soon come to their rescue.

      Thomas did not wait to find out. Surefooted, he sprinted through the corridors until we shot out through a side exit overgrown with fern. It was dark outside.

      Without pause, we ran on straight into the forest, crashing through branches and leaves. Within fifty yards from the castle, though, Thomas collapsed, throwing me from his back.

      “Thomas.” I crawled over to the prone wolf. He whined. “Please, you have to get up.”

      I noticed his injuries now - the cuts the whip had caused, the grazes where whole chunks of fur were missing, a nick in his ear.

      He twitched when I laid my hands on his matted coat but otherwise didn’t move. I took a deep breath and then urged the healing magic from my body.

      It spread from me in thin silver wisps, slowly crawling over the wolf, but then dissolved into nothingness around him.

      I collapsed, panting, beside him. Sorena had drained me of all my power.

      When I moved my head, my eyes connected with Thomas’. His amber eyes looked into mine, and it was as if we both conceded defeat at the same time.

      “Get up. They’re coming,” our last remaining soldier yelled.

      I scrambled in fright at the deep, male voice behind us. Thomas whined again.

      Big, bulky shapes moved through the forest in the darkness. I pressed my body protectively over the wolf until I recognised our horses and Arianna leading them.

      “We need to go, now,” Arianna reinforced the soldier’s order.

      Arianna’s clothes hung half torn off her body. She had smudges all along the left side of her face, and I’d never seen her hair this wild. She looked a hundred years older.

      “They are right behind us.”

      The message eventually sunk into my tired brain. By the time I roused myself, the soldier had lifted Thomas ~ who had shifted while I wasn’t looking ~ onto a horse, draped in just a coat.

      After Arianna helped me mount my horse, we moved through the forest by the light of the night-blooming flowers.

      Arianna did her best to maintain a concealment spell over us as we rode, but I knew it drained her more than she would tell.

      Pale as a ghost, Thomas clung to his horse, helping the soldier to lead us through the darkness with his heightened senses. We could barely hear his hoarse whispers as he gave us directions.

      Arianna brought up the rear, hiding us as best she could, but the sounds of our pursuers drew nearer.

      I was vaguely aware of the forest’s plea for my help ~ I could even smell the rot between the damp mulch of the forest ~ but I used all my energy to cling to my horse.

      Arianna shouted at us to hurry. I saw Thomas make an effort, but his injuries were too grave. I gritted my teeth.

      An arrow whistled past my head and lodged in a tree to my left. I glanced over my shoulder. The riders were mostly obscured by trees, and still some way behind, but taking shots at us.

      Another arrow sailed over us. Arianna begged us again to hurry. I feebly kicked my horse.

      Arianna sent some blasts of magic behind us, but it broke our concealment spell, making us completely visible to our pursuers.

      The next arrow found a target.

      Arianna screamed. She stared at me with wide eyes for the shortest of moments before she fell out of the saddle and crashed to the forest floor.
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      Blood. It rushed in my ears as my anger surged through me. It coloured my cheeks, set them aflame.

      Blood. It flowed from Arianna’s leg, drenching the forest floor. The arrow stuck out of her leg at an odd angle as she writhed on the ground.

      The horses milled around us as we all tumbled to the ground, forming a living shield around Arianna. Thomas’ face was a grimace of anguish.

      “Ash, no,” Arianna ordered feebly.

      The soldier didn’t listen. He rose to his feet, drawing his sword. It gleamed dully in the low shine from the night flowers.

      The thunder of galloping horses drew nearer, muted only by the soft footing on the leafy ground.

      When I looked up, I saw Ash outlined against a backdrop of ten riders, or more, carrying flaming torches. They would ride him down, slice him up, and he would not have stood a chance.

      With shaking legs, I rose to my feet, my fingers dripping with blood from trying to still Arianna’s bleeding. The red of the blood turned purple in the feeble blue glow of my magic as I tried to summon it to my hands.

      I raised the ball of magic, trying to hold it. Thomas uttered some words, but I didn’t have enough energy to concentrate on him, too.

      All I saw was the wall of approaching fire in front of me. I needed to give the soldier, Ash, a chance.

      Then, a dark shadow obscured my blurred vision of the torch-carrying riders. A gust of wind washed over us, and Ash stumbled backwards, almost crashing into me.

      I lost my balance, weak as I was, landing painfully next to Arianna. Before I could utter a cry of pain, a shrill screech sounded through the forest.

      The dark shadow before us fanned out its wings, which ignited into fiery fans, feathers spread wide.

      The blazing gryphon screeched again, stomping its feet and marching towards the approaching elves. I could now hear their terror as they tried to turn their horses in the narrow confines of the forest.

      In their fear, the elves shot arrows at the beast. Some whistled past, landing not far from us, burning.

      The gryphon retaliated by shooting burning wing feathers at them with deadly accuracy. They sailed through the air like orange missiles, lighting up the forest in a spectacular display of red light and black shadows.

      Shouts of terror and anguish mingled with the enraged screeching of the gryphon, as the forest creature chased the elves back the way they had come.

      The light slowly faded as they retreated, leaving us only with the dull glow of the flowers. I shivered in the sudden coolness of the evening.

      “We need to move. My Lady, can you walk?”

      Ash bent down to take a look at Arianna. Thomas and I exchanged a glance. There was so much blood on the ground.

      “I can try,” I answered Thomas’ unspoken question, “but I need to rest. Bind her leg to still the bleeding. Ash, the horses wouldn’t have gone far in the dark. Find them.”

      The soldier didn’t hesitate and took off into the dark forest. I hoped it would be kind to him.

      Thomas took off his torn shirt and tore it further into strips. I cringed at the bruising and cuts on his body.

      “I can do it,” Arianna said between clenched teeth, lifting herself into a sitting position. “Don’t take the arrow out now. It will only bleed more.”

      My stomach roiled while I held Arianna’s leg as the smell of blood clung cloyingly around us. Thomas wrapped two strips of fabric above Arianna’s knee to slow the bleeding. Even in the gloom of the forest, I could see her struggle with the pain. I hoped it wouldn’t get infected.

      “What do we do now?”

      Arianna leaned back into Thomas’ arms, and he looked at me, no answer for my question, when we all startled at a movement to our left.

      The gryphon had returned.

      Youngling of the fae

      Horrified, I scrambled backwards, my heart pounding frantically. Did I just hear a deep, rumbling voice in my head? The others stared at me.

      “Dana, what’s wrong?”

      Come with me

      “What?”

      Come

      The gryphon stomped its feet. It lowered its head and looked at me with its red eyes. None of its fire remained.

      “Are you talking to me?”

      “Dana?”

      I waved Thomas away.

      Yes

      “The gryphon wants us to go with it somewhere.”

      “It speaks to you?”

      “Yes.”

      Come

      “My friend can’t walk. We need to wait for our horses.”

      They are here

      The gryphon backed away as Ash led the horses towards us. They eyed the gryphon warily but approached without protest.

      Ash helped all of us into our saddles, and we followed the gryphon down a narrow game trail further into the woods.

      We saw no other animals on our way, but we entered a wetland, and the profusion of colour from the night-blooming plants startled me.

      Moss glowed green and blue. Vines shimmered in pale green and white. Leaves scintillated in lilacs and blues.

      The hollow tree the gryphon took us to stood in dark contrast to the colourful background of the wetland.

      See to your people

      The gryphon left us as we tied our horses to a fallen log on the dry ground around the hollow tree.

      The musty scent of old leaves greeted us when we entered the tree. Ash brought in a sleeping roll and then laid Arianna on it. Exhausted, I sat next to her.

      “You need to drink,” Arianna whispered.

      I leaned in closer to make sure I heard her right. “What?”

      “Sorena sapped your magical strength. And mine. Bring my bag. We need to drink.”

      I looked pleadingly at Ash, who immediately fetched Arianna’s bag. From it, she took a tiny bag tied with a ribbon.

      “Pour this into some water. We need to drink it. Give some to Thomas, too. It will revive us.”

      Ash brought us a water flask, and I poured the herbal contents of the pouch into it. I swirled the bottle a few times, before passing it around. The water tasted faintly of mint and rosemary.

      The cool liquid ran down my throat, and as it settled in my stomach, my head spun for a moment.

      “Let it work.” I could barely hear Arianna’s words over the rushing in my ears.

      Thomas stared at me with wide eyes; the water flask still in his hand.

      My veins tingled as the herbs found their way through them. My breathing deepened, and the strength returned to my limbs.

      Colour returned to Arianna’s face, and even Thomas did not look as ghostly pale as he did before. I thought it tasted like what Arianna had given us when I had attacked Thomas, but I wasn’t sure. This seemed stronger.

      “I love this stuff.” Thomas grinned and helped Arianna sit up.

      “That’s why you are not allowed another sip.” She shot him a warning look. “Dana, you drink up.”

      Thomas reluctantly handed me the flask, but then he winked at me. I laughed at his roguish demeanour ~ cut lip, cut eyebrow, bruised cheek, but a smile on his face.

      “Dana seems to enjoy it,” he observed.

      Arianna smiled but didn’t comment as she, too, took another sip of the magical water.

      “Will you teach me how to make this?” My heart knocked against my ribs when I realised I had dared ask this out loud.

      “This is a secret potion passed down from witch to witch.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Do you feel that this is the kind of magic you want to learn?”

      She had me there ~ witch magic. I sobered up quickly and shook my head. “Maybe,” I whispered, nevertheless.

      Arianna smiled, but then sobered.

      “Bring me my bag. I need to loosen these binds from my leg.”

      My ears burned red hot as I scrambled to get Arianna’s bag from Ash. How could I have forgotten about her leg?

      “Ash, please, will you hold me down while Thomas removes the arrow?”

      The soldier nodded and silently moved into position behind Arianna.

      Arianna dug in the bag I handed her, then gave me a little pouch. “Add this to the flask. Once Thomas pulls the arrow, you need to pour some of the liquid into the wound to stop the bleeding. Only then can you untie the binds.”

      I nodded, feeling sick.

      “Are you ready?”

      While we still murmured, Arianna laid back down and closed her eyes. Ash held her down by the shoulders, while Thomas clamped her feet between his knees.

      I gave the flask another shake to mix in the new herbs and then settled in position next to Arianna’s prone figure.

      Thomas placed his hands on the arrow, holding it close to the skin. Arianna twitched at his touch.

      When I looked at Thomas, I saw the strain on his face. I could not imagine how difficult it must be for him to hurt her this way.

      Thomas met my gaze and held it for a second, then he nodded. I braced myself.

      With a measured and steady pull, Thomas slid the arrow free of Arianna’s severed flesh.

      I thought it would have been a quick yank, but I suppose that would have caused more damage.

      I was not prepared for the slow inching of the metal through flesh, the agonised scream of pain, the sudden welling of dark blood.

      The ugly gash, pulsating with blood, stared at me for a moment longer before I could gather my wits and control my stomach.

      Hastily, I poured the liquid from the flask into the wound. It made the blood bubble and froth, but then it stopped bleeding.

      “The binds.” Beads of sweat clung to Arianna’s forehead as she weakly pointed to her knee.

      “Yes, sorry.”

      After taking the strips of cloth off her leg, I wet them so I could wash away the blood.

      The wound remained a ragged hole, but without the bleeding, it was no longer life-threatening. At least for now.

      I wondered if Arianna had needle and threat in her bag, for she would need stitches when she turned to me.

      “Dana, we need to stop the elves. I cannot fight like this. You need to heal me.”

      “What? I can’t.”

      “You have your strength back now. You can do it.”

      “The healing magic is only for plants.”

      “Have we not already discovered that your healing magic is not what you think it is?”

      “What if we are wrong and I do you harm?”

      “You healed the horse,” Arianna countered.

      Thomas reached out to take my hand. “Dana, you have to try.”

      I pulled my hand back. Even though we were cousins now, his touch still sent the blood rushing to my cheeks.

      “Alright, I will try.”

      Arianna smiled encouragingly, then nodded as I stretched out my hands towards her leg.

      When healing the plants in the forest, I didn’t think much about what I was doing. It came to me as naturally as walking or breathing. When I had healed the horse, I had been too worried about Thomas to give it a second thought.

      Looking at the ragged hole in Arianna’s leg, I was suddenly at a loss of what to do. I faltered. My hands shook.

      “I have faith in you.” Arianna’s soft voice washed over me.

      When I closed my eyes, the sound of the frogs’ voices in the marsh sounded loud in my ears. The flicker of the torch within the hollow tree cast orange shadows behind my eyelids.

      After a deep breath, I opened my eyes again, feeling steadier.

      “Faith,” I whispered.

      Like wispy tendrils, the silvery magic coiled slowly from my fingers ~ and my energy seeped out with it.

      I watched in morbid fascination as the broken flesh bound together, agonisingly slowly.

      Arianna and Thomas stared at the leg, watching the miracle unfold, unaware of my discomfort.

      My energy faltered. The magic wavered. I concentrated harder. We weren’t done, yet. I couldn’t give up. Arianna had done so much for me; I could not let her down.

      Pain prickled up my arms. My veins turned black from my hands up; creeping higher the longer I held on to the magic.

      “Dana.”

      Did someone call my name? I pushed on.

      The pink flesh had almost closed completely. I concentrated on the rest, and then to close the skin.

      “Dana.”

      I shrugged off the weight on my shoulders.

      My vision swam before me, but the skin knit closed, leaving nothing but a thin silver line as a testament to what had happened.

      I grinned, but as I let go of the magic, everything went dark.
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      Cooling liquid soothed my throat, and I swallowed eagerly. Invigorating fire surged through my veins, and I sat up, ready to resume the fight.

      “Whoa, Dana, it’s us.” Thomas sprang back from his position beside me, dropping the flask to the dirt floor.

      “Welcome back. How do you feel?” Arianna came closer and tested my brow with her hand.

      “Fine. I feel fine.”

      “You worked quite the miracle with my leg, but it cost you. Gave us a good scare. I had to make a new batch of the vita potion.”

      “Thank you.”

      Thomas picked up the flask and nodded with his chin towards the open arch of the hollow tree.

      “The gryphon wants to see you.”

      “He’s been waiting out there glowing brighter with every moment that passes,” Arianna added.

      “I better go, then.”

      The wetland of the forest was lit up by the orange glow of the gryphon’s flames when I stepped out of the tree.

      When he saw me, his flames dulled, and as darkness returned to the marsh, so the night-blooming flowers resumed their vigil.

      I waited

      “I had to heal my friend. It took too much of my energy. I am sorry.”

      Your healing is good

      “Thank you. And, thank you for saving us.”

      I have been watching you since you came into this forest

      The gryphon fixed me with his red eyes, his yellow beak barely a yard from my face. Unsure of what to say, I waited for him to continue.

      The elves have ruled here for many generations

      He shuffled his russet feathers; a sound like thousands of quills rubbing together.

      They used to live in harmony

      He coughed, or spat. I supposed it was a form of disdain.

      Something changed, and now the forest is dying

      “Yes, I have seen the plants. Some of them are rotting. I have done what I can for them.”

      I will help you if you heal the forest

      “Help me if I heal the forest?” I wasn’t sure if the gryphon understood what we were here to do.

      I know all the elven castles and the secret routes to get there

      I will lead your people there

      Hope bubbled up within me. If we could get my father’s army here, we would stand a chance. We could retrieve the stones.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      Heal the forest

      “The entire forest?”

      Yes

      “The forest is dying quicker than I can heal it. There must be another way.”

      Bring more of your people

      “I am the only one.”

      The gryphon lowered his head, and his eyes glowed brighter as he stared at me.

      You help me, and I help you

      “I can’t. I am not strong enough.”

      The gryphon screeched, and I covered my ears. Stepping backwards, the beast burst into bright flames.

      Then you must fight alone
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      There was no sunrise within the dark forest of Raven Hall, but with the gryphon retreating through the trees all ablaze, it sure looked like one. The orange of his fire radiated off the sides of trees and the underside of the canopy, turning his chosen path into a furnace as he walked.

      If the situation hadn’t been so dire, it would have been beautiful.

      “Wait. Please, wait.”

      I ran after him, pleading. We needed his help.

      The fiery creature cast eerie shadows as he ran through the trees, steadily pulling away from me.

      Big-leafed fern smacked into my face, and I swatted them away. I ducked under branches along the path and jumped over the logs of fallen trees as they blocked my way.

      The fiery trail grew fainter, and the forest around me grew darker. Finally, the only light around me was from the night flowers, glowing in their whites and blues.

      I stood there, my breaths rasping in and out of my lungs, staring at the void the gryphon had disappeared into.

      When my breathing eased, I noticed the eerie sounds of the forest around me ~ owls hooted in the trees; rodents scuttled through the undergrowth; crickets chirped in the bushes.

      As the darkness spread around me, I wondered what else was out there in the forest, and what sounds I could not identify. How far had I run?

      The blue glow from my moon magic sprang from my palm unbidden, spreading its light all around me.

      It reached far into the trees, giving me some measure of comfort.

      I could now also see my footprints in the soft soil of the forest floor, and I followed them back the way I came.

      It startled me to discover how far we had gone. After at least half an hour, I had still not reached the wetland with the tree.

      Had I lost the trail?

      I shone my light around me. The gryphon’s strange spoor was clear to see in the dirt ~ a mix of paw prints and talons.

      My footprints had not always been distinct, as I was lighter, and did not always leave a clear print where the soil was harder.

      I looked for them now and could not find them. My heart raced as I turned in a circle, looking again.

      Somewhere down the trail, I must have followed the wrong set of prints. I had gotten myself lost.

      I ignored the heat behind my eyes and calmed my breathing. It wasn’t as if I was defenceless. The forest liked me, right?

      At least, I hoped it did. Now that the gryphon was upset with me, the forest could turn against me.

      It had not been malicious to me tonight, but I didn’t want to leave it to chance.

      With the ball of moon magic transferred to my left hand to light my way, I healed some of the ailing plants as I made my way back, looking for the spot where I could see my footprints again.

      The silvery mist from the healing magic added to my light, helping me see in the darkness of the forest.

      I eventually came upon a section where the path ran over some rocks. There was a fork in the path, hidden mostly by ferns.

      It must have escaped me the first time I passed here, although I remembered swatting fern leaves out of my face in pursuit of the gryphon.

      As I ducked under the ferns, I noticed the rocks gave way to soft soil once more. My footprints were clearly visible along this path, leading the opposite direction to where I had been travelling.

      The temperature had cooled considerably by now, and I shivered as I trudged along the dark path with only my magic to light my way.

      Somehow, it had lost its comfort.

      The trees crowded in on me from both sides. Roots tripped me up as I walked. Fireflies got caught in my hair, making me regret running out without my coat.

      Diligently, I followed my footsteps. I couldn’t be far, now.

      Arianna’s vita potion kept me strong as I carried on healing plants along my way. I did wish to know what the potion contained, even if the magic to make it was witchery.

      I thought it was because of my healing that I was still allowed to pass through the forest, for those areas with only healthy plants proved more challenging to negotiate.

      I wondered if the gryphon had revoked my pass to travel freely after our disagreement. I wished I could help him, but I didn’t know how to.

      Clinking of metal! My body froze, and all my nerve endings tingled when I heard sounds up ahead.

      Horses nickered softly, and I saw the gentle flicker of a torch. Through the trees, I saw the open space of the wetland, with the dark mass of the hollow tree at its centre.

      Blood flushed my cheeks, and I couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear. I’d spent too long alone in this forest.

      The hot rush soon turned to a cold shiver when I heard elven voices.

      I quickly extinguished my magic and hid in the deep shadows of the ferns. It took me ten minutes to creep close enough to see them.

      Ten horses mingled on the dry ground around the tree. One elf remained with them, while others searched the area around the tree on foot.

      Two elves came out of the tree, exchanging some words I couldn’t understand.

      There was no sign of our horses, or my people, amongst them, and I hoped they had managed to leave before the elves had gotten here.

      My eyes stung, and I wiped at them roughly. I’d have to find my own way from here.

      The elves continued their search, and they now came closer to where I hid amongst the fern.

      “Over here,” one of them shouted when he discovered the path with the footprints. “The gryphon has gone this way.”

      “That bloody beast.”

      An elf dressed like a general strode over to investigate. I froze within my hollow under the plant.

      “There are footprints here, too. Follow them.”

      The elves ran to mount their horses. The general hesitated, staring into the dark forest as if he could glean which way the footprints would lead him.

      I couldn’t hold my breath much longer. My heart beat in my throat as it tightened.

      The general turned and joined the others in mounting their horses. I let go of my breath and then inhaled carefully, quietly, desperate for air.

      The cold, damp soil of the forest had me shivering as my coiled-up body pressed against it.

      While the elves’ backs were turned, I asked the ferns around me to grow extra shoots. The gentle fae magic spread from my fingers unseen to seep into the soil at the base of the ferns. They unfurled, providing additional cover and some warmth, too.

      By the time the riders came past, I could barely see the horses’ legs. The riders milled around, looking at the footprints, but then took off down the path. The sound of hoofbeats faded into the distance, yet I remained curled in my position for a while longer.

      When the only sounds I heard were the frogs in the marsh and the owls in the trees, I crawled out of my space under the plants and made my way towards the hollow tree.

      The ground was trampled by the many horses that had milled in the small space, and I could not identify the area where we had kept our horses.

      Nothing remained of our belongings within the tree. If there had ever been any evidence that we had been there, someone had taken great care to remove it.

      When I walked around the tree, all I saw were the footprints of the elves who had walked here before me.

      The wetland around me glowed brightly now that the elves had gone with their torches, and I stared at the beautiful display for a moment, wishing I had someone to share it with.

      If the elves didn’t have them, where could they have gone?

      Alone, without a horse, my options were limited. It would take me a week, or more, to get back to Draeguard.

      I had neither food nor water, so even if the road were safe, I’d have to find a way to nourish myself.

      Not for the first time did I wish the gryphon would give me another chance. I might not be able to heal the entire forest, but I would help wherever I could.

      I slid down the rough bark of the hollow tree to sit on the sandy soil around its base. I slumped there, staring at the glowing orbs of the flowers in the darkness.

      “Psst.”

      “Huh?”

      “Here.”

      “What? Thomas? Is that you?”

      A soft splash reached my ears, and I looked out over the dark waters of the marsh.

      The areas of water within the wetland were not large, but I shuddered to think what kind of animals they sheltered.

      Thomas now materialised from one of these black pools, wading knee-deep through water as black as tar.

      “I searched for you. How did you get away from the elves?”

      The water splashed onto the shore as Thomas set foot onto dry ground. A few drops hit my arm, and I brushed the cold water off quickly, shivering.

      “Ash kept a look-out and saw them coming. We managed to get away in time. Arianna enchanted our trail so it could not be found. We’ve been hiding for hours.”

      “I have been so worried.”

      Thomas laughed cynically. “You’ve been worried? You ran into forest after the gryphon and didn’t return. We didn’t know what you had discussed with him. Didn’t know what the plan was. You just left us here,” he spat.

      I thought about his harsh tone and considered for a moment what it must have looked like from their perspective. Of course, they could not understand the gryphon.

      “The gryphon wants me to heal the forest. I told him I couldn’t, so he left us. I had to go after him.”

      “It’s done now. Let’s just get out of here. They are waiting for us not far from here.”

      Thomas turned, and the lump in my throat hardened. I could understand why he was upset, but I didn’t like it.

      “Do we have to go in there?” I asked as Thomas stepped back into the water.

      “It’s the best way if we don’t want to be discovered.”

      “But, the elves are gone, now.”

      He stared at me, those amber eyes boring into mine until I had to look away.

      “Here,” he draped his jacket over my shoulders, “it will warm you up. The water isn’t deep. It will only come up to your knees.”

      “Thanks.”

      His jacket was wonderfully warm from his body heat. My shivers stopped until the marsh water penetrated my pants and filled my shoes.

      Still, the jacket kept my upper body warm, even if Thomas’ scent so close to me was unnerving.

      “There aren’t many flowers here. You can light the way if you want to.”

      He didn’t need to ask twice. The blue orb of my magic hovered over my palm, illuminating the marshland in an eerie glow.

      “No. Run.”

      Thomas grabbed me by my other hand and pulled me along. I looked back and saw the elven general galloping through the water after us.

      Water splashed everywhere as we tried to run through the knee-deep pool. The horse was catching up fast.

      Where had he come from? How had Thomas not sensed him? Was he alone?

      An arrow flew by my head. I ducked, stumbled, and sprawled face-first in the water.

      I came up spluttering, trying to regain my footing. Thomas was now several feet ahead of me but had stopped, yelling at me to continue.

      My magic had gone out when I lost my concentration from the dunking. Even in the dark, I could see the rider was almost upon us.

      Drenched, cold, and tired, I cared little to spend any more time in the company of elves tonight.

      My hands came together, palms facing ~ bright blue magic formed in the space between them.

      As I pulled my hands apart, the magic grew into a sizzling ball of energy. I ground my teeth as it drank from me to sustain itself.

      “Argh.”

      The ball sailed across the dark waters, leaving a steaming wake. The elf’s eyes shone brightly in its glow.

      At the last moment, the horse threw itself to the left, terrified of the blinding object coming towards it.

      The elf clung on, but only until the blue orb lifted from the water and hit him clean out of the saddle.

      Thomas’ shout of victory faded to background noise as my magic took effect. I sunk to my knees within the water even as the elf died, enveloped within my brilliant light.

      The cold water soaked into my clothing, cooling the heat rising within me. My nostrils flared as I tried to even my breathing.

      “Dana.”

      I hissed as I turned around at the annoying splashing behind me. The moon magic flared anew, and it sizzled between my palms, ready to be deployed.

      “Dana, it’s me.”

      A face appeared through the haze of blue. My hands shook as I recognised Thomas. The magic fizzled out, and I slumped forward.

      “I’ve got you.” Strong arms held me. I leaned into them.

      “I’m sorry. I almost hurt you.”

      “You wouldn’t have.” He rubbed my arms. “Wait here. I’m going to catch the elf’s horse.”

      Thomas came back within minutes, leading the elf’s grey horse. Its nostrils flared when it saw me, but it complied when Thomas asked it to stand still for me to mount it.

      “Let’s get you to Arianna.”

      The soothing motion of the horse calmed me, but the effect of what I had done still simmered within me.

      Strange desires stirred within me, created by the power wielded during the attack on the elf. It was the same as when I had killed the wolves.

      It was as if I suddenly knew that I could be so much more. This magic had the potential for greatness. All I needed to do was let it out.

      “We’re here.”

      “Huh?”

      The landscape had changed. We were no longer in wetland, but back in the forest. When had this happened? The caked dirt on my forehead flaked when I frowned.

      Thomas and Arianna had a quiet word as I got off the horse. I wondered what they were discussing, but then Ash came over to take the horse from me.

      “Come, Dana, I have some more of the vita potion.”

      Arianna took me to sit by her, and I drank the rest of what was in her flask. It instantly revived me.

      “How do you feel now? Thomas says you weren’t yourself.”

      “Better, thank you. I don’t even remember Thomas bringing me here.”

      “He told me what you did.” She patted my hand. “It will affect you. You will need to be careful.”

      I nodded.

      “We’ve been thinking,” Arianna continued. “Without help, there is not much more we can do here. We should go to Draeguard, and then bring your father back here.”

      “Yes, let’s do that. If only I had been more diplomatic with the gryphon. We could really use his help.”

      “We will make do with what we have.”

      She was right, of course. There was nothing much I could do about it now. The gryphon was gone, and we were alone in this damned forest.

      With the potion running through my veins, sleep was hard to come by, but the last few hours of the night passed by quickly.

      After some searching, Thomas and Ash found the main path, and we turned for home. We took great care riding passed Aladrien, but the road towards the castle remained quiet.

      A little further on, Thomas’ sensitive ears picked up sounds. Worried about what could be approaching, Thomas and Ash rode ahead to investigate.

      “It’s the elves,” Thomas shouted as he pulled his horse up when they came back. “All of them.”

      “They must have left the castle,” Ash reported. “They have wagons, provisions, and we are sure they have taken the moonstones.”
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      “We cannot leave now.”

      Ash stared at me. “But, Princess Dana.”

      “She is right, Ash,” Arianna jumped to my defence. “We cannot go without knowing where the elves are taking the moonstones.”

      The horses shifted, cramped in the confined space between the trees where we hid from the messenger who came past a little while ago.

      “What do you propose we do, then?” Ash asked.

      “We must follow them.”

      It was the only solution. I could not let the moonstones out of my sight. I needed to know where they were taking them.

      Even here, within the forest where they were held captive, that hollowness of their loss never left me. The moonstones had to return to Draeguard.

      “I cannot conceal us from them,” Arianna said, “not with the horses. We won’t be able to follow them closely.”

      “I’ll be able to track their spoor. Even if we ride a day behind them, we won’t lose them,” Thomas assured us.

      We waited until nightfall before returning to the road. We had rested, fed the horses, and were ready to ride through the night.

      The forest had been calm and friendly during the day, but when we commenced our journey, we were met with falling branches, creeping roots, and pebbles in the road I could have sworn were not there before.

      Arianna said it could be because Sorena cast a spell to help protect their back as they passed through the forest. It could be true, as it was an elven forest, and it would do anything to protect the elves.

      I wished for more vita potion as I spent the entire night casting my healing magic around the forest so it would let us pass.

      I didn’t complain, though, for it kept me from lingering on the other thoughts swimming around my head ever since I’d killed that elf.

      “They made camp here.” Thomas held up his hand and made us stop. “It looks like they stopped for three, maybe four hours.”

      “How far behind are we?” Arianna asked.

      “Not more than two hours, I think. We can rest here for a while.”

      “It will be light soon. We will have to be more careful from now on.”

      We huddled the horses into a circle around the place where the elves had made their camp. Strangely, the forest let us be here without animosity.

      “Maybe it thinks we are still part of the elven convoy. Let us take what rest we can get,” Arianna said, taking a seat by my side.

      “I am so tired.”

      Arianna draped her arm around my shoulders. “The healing magic drains you.”

      “It’s not that.” I looked down at my hands. “It’s the other magic. The elf I killed. I…I desire that power.”

      Arianna’s grip on me tightened for a moment before she relaxed again. I looked up into her face, worried about what I might find there.

      “I warned you that moon magic could be dangerous,” she said gently, “but we will get through this, together. I will do everything I can to guide you and to help you. I will not abandon you.”

      “Why do I feel like this? It is worse, now than after what happened with the wolves.”

      One part of me wanted reassurance from Arianna; the other didn’t want to talk to her, at all. I could keep it all hidden, tell no-one, and then have all the power to myself.

      An icy shudder ran down my back. I hoped Arianna saw none of this maniacal thinking reflect in my eyes.

      “You are strong, Dana. And, you have a purpose beyond yourself. You will overcome this.”

      “I hope so.” I played with my fingers, digging the dirt out from under my fingernails. “You told me what other rulers did that possessed the moon magic. I don’t want to end up like them.”

      “You won’t. I won’t let that happen.”

      Arianna hugged me again. Her nearness comforted me, but I wondered why she would do this for me.

      She’d been a hermit when I met her. Except for raising Thomas, Arianna barely had any contact with the outside world.

      When I first approached her, she didn’t want to have anything to do with my strange blue magic. Why the sudden interest? Why the commitment?

      “How much do you know about moon magic?” I asked.

      “Enough to help you,” she replied, stroking my arm. “We’ll get through this.”

      Ash had made a fire, and we moved there now to warm us while we waited for the sunrise.

      Arianna went to speak with Thomas, and I watched them as they conversed.

      They had already hidden so much from me; had deceived me. They had even openly admitted to breaking laws ~ all of this besides the fact that Thomas was a half-breed; a darkfae.

      Could I really trust them? What did Arianna have to gain from my moon magic? Or, were these thoughts just the effects of using the moon magic to kill, again? I didn’t know anymore.

      I closed my eyes and put my fingers to my temples to ease the throbbing of the ever-increasing headache forming there.

      It brought with it a wave of nausea, and I took slow, even breaths, hoping it would pass.

      When Thomas brought me a blanket, I did not argue, but curled up next to a log and fell asleep right away.
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      “We need to move on, Freckles.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I mumbled.

      When I opened my eyes, Thomas still leaned over me, smiling. His amber eyes sucked me in, and I could have looked at him forever, had he not winked and told me to get up.

      Shaking off my drowsiness, I ate the few morsels of dried fruit Arianna handed out, and then we left to pursue the elves.

      The world looked brighter this morning, friendlier. Arianna rode beside me, and I thought I needed to be upset with her, but couldn’t remember for what.

      The forest still needed my attention, and I healed as we rode. As I had told the gryphon, my healing magic was no match for whatever illness had befallen the forest. It would eventually take over.

      “It’s gone.”

      Thomas stopped his horse, then turned it in a circle, scanning the ground.

      “What’s gone?” Ash asked.

      “Everything. The prints, the smell, all of it. The elves are gone.”

      We all looked down at the ground as if we could see something that Thomas couldn’t.

      “How can they just vanish?” Ash asked.

      “Magic.” Arianna closed her eyes and lifted her face into the air. “I can smell it.”

      I tried to imitate her, searching for the scent, but I felt like a puppy sniffing out a bone. The distinct scent of ozone, though, eluded me.

      Arianna got off her horse and walked along the edges of the rutted forest path, casting silent spells as she went.

      Her lips turned down in the corners when she returned to us, and two frown lines marked her brow.

      “Sorena may only be a mediocre sorceress, but concealment appears to be her strength. There is no trace of them left. They must have noticed they were followed.”

      “What do we do now?” The hollowness in the pit of my stomach warred with the racing of my heart.

      “The path carries on straight from here. I say we follow it, for now, and see where it leads.”

      “Lead the way, Thomas,” Arianna said as she climbed back on her horse. “We’ll just have to look out for side paths and game trails to see if the elves went down them.”

      We rode on, but my rose-tinted day soon turned dark again as the memory of the dead elf resurfaced.

      The power of that magic prickled beneath my skin, itching to be used again.

      I fiddled nervously with the reins until the horse shook his head, irritated, and I had to make myself stop.

      I remembered now why I was upset with Arianna ~ I suspected that I couldn’t trust her or Thomas because they were using me or trying to steal my magic.

      A disdainful snort bubbled up before I could stop it. How could I think that about them? They were my friends. What was going on with me?

      “Are you alright?” Thomas asked, pulling up next to me. “It’s getting dark. We’ll stop here for the night.”

      Blinking, I took in the dark forest around me. When had we ridden this far? Ash had already gotten off his horse and led the way into a small clearing off the road.

      “I’m fine. Just tired.”

      Leaves crunched under our feet as we crowded into the clearing. Arianna whispered a spell to keep us hidden.

      “We can make a fire tonight,” she said when she was done. “How much food do we have left?”

      “Not much, my Lady,” Ash replied. “If we ration, enough for two days.”

      The food had not been a priority in my mind, not with everything else going on. It put into perspective just how many days it had been since we left Arianna’s home.

      We were lucky, too, that we still had our horses. More than once we had almost lost them.

      Nothing exciting happened during the next day, but Thomas managed to catch a hare, and I discovered a bunch of edible mushrooms.

      At least dinner proved to be something to look forward to.

      “You have been very quiet, Dana.”

      The smell of Arianna’s food made my mouth water as she sat next to me.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “You know I don’t believe that.”

      I shrugged and turned from her to take the bowl Thomas offered me with the steaming food. My stomach growled.

      “Dana, talk to me.”

      Thomas looked from me to her but then left again. I assumed Arianna must have given him some sign.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and ignored the heat rising behind my eyes. Maybe talking to her would help.

      “It is so embarrassing.”

      “What is, Dana?”

      I ground my teeth. “That I am not strong enough to deal with what this magic is doing to me.”

      A spoonful of mushrooms disappeared into my mouth, and I chewed on them furiously ~ anything to distract me from seeing the look on Arianna’s face at my confession.

      “Tell me, what it is doing?” she asked.

      I put the spoon into the bowl and looked up into her gentle eyes. Arianna and Thomas had done so much for me, sacrificed so much. They’d proven time, and again they were more than mere friends, and this stupid magic kept telling my brain they would betray me, and that I needed to be rid of them. I swallowed the bitterness in the back of my throat.

      “It wants me to use it again.” A streak of wetness rolled down my left cheek. “I have tasted its power, and now my body craves it. It is like an itch that I can’t scratch.”

      Arianna wiped my cheek with her thumb, smearing the wetness there. The glow from the fire reflected in her eyes, which held mine without revulsion.

      “I am here for you.”

      “It’s just that, Arianna.” I pulled away from her touch. “My mind plays tricks on me. It tells me to get rid of you all. You are traitors. You have all deceived me. All you want is to use me to steal my magic. I can’t get this out of my head.”

      Setting the bowl on the log beside me, I covered my face with my hands in shame. Tears flowed freely now that I had spoken my thoughts out loud.

      “Oh, my child.”

      Arianna’s arms wrapped around me, warm and comforting. I leaned into the embrace, letting it soothe me.

      “Shh.”

      Within my heart, I knew them to be friends. I knew it. The magic had poisoned me, and I wasn’t strong enough to conquer it.

      A sob escaped me, and Arianna rocked me. Through the embrace of her arms, I saw Thomas’ shoes halt before us, then leave again.

      Eventually, my tears dried. Although nothing had been resolved, I felt as if some of my worries had been washed away.

      “From now on,” Arianna said as she passed me a damp cloth to wash my face, “every time you have those thoughts, you let me know, and we talk about them straight away. We will make you stronger. Alright?”

      I didn’t yet trust my voice, so I nodded.

      “Now, eat your food before it gets completely cold.”

      We ate together in silence, and just her presence beside me calmed me enough that I could sleep well that night.

      Not that a good night’s sleep and a good cry got rid of all my problems, but riding through the forest the next morning, I felt more at peace than I had in days.

      The forest around us changed the further from Aladrien we went. Here, the trees towered above us, reaching heights of up to forty feet.

      This far south, there remained few bushes between the trees, but the variety and number of ferns increased.

      Shallow, pebbly streams crisscrossed the forest everywhere, and we had no shortage of water. In this lush and green environment, we could almost forget why we had come here.

      “Wait.” Thomas’ voice quivered. “I think I found something.”

      For a moment, I thought he’d fallen off his horse, but then saw that he had jumped and now had his nose to the ground. Like a dog. I suppressed a giggle.

      “What is it, Thomas?” Arianna asked.

      “Elves have come this way. Not the ones we are following, but elves passed by here not more than two days ago.”

      “We could be close to wherever Sorena is leading them, then.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Ash said.

      Thomas led his horse from here, worried he might lose the spoor again if he rode.

      By afternoon, the scent of elves pervaded the entire forest around us.

      “The smell is strong and old,” Thomas said. “Not even the castle smelled like that. We must be approaching something big.”

      “I can’t smell anything.”

      Thomas laughed at me. “Only shifters can.”

      “I think I know where we are,” Arianna mused, eyes narrowed. “No-one has been here in decades because the elves cut it off from normal trade.”

      “What is it?”

      “I believe we have found the dark elven kingdom of Elothrien. It is said that the king’s palace is built entirely out of silver and ivory.”

      A delightful yet terrifying shudder passed over me. Elothrien. It was fabled, even in Wiltera, as one of the most beautiful cities. I hoped, one day, I’d get to see it during times of peace.

      “We better get off the road,” Ash advised. “We’ve probably been lucky, so far. Let’s not test it.”

      Arianna took some time to erase our hoof prints as we led the horses off the path and into the forest. The ferns towered over us, giving us enough cover to hide should it prove necessary.

      It got dark quickly within the trees, and Ash lit some torches to guide us.

      “We are being turned around,” Arianna said after a while.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Something is preventing us from going in a certain direction. I am sure we are drifting further east than we meant to.”

      “Magic?”

      “I am certain of it, Dana. I believe we have reached Elothrien’s borders.”

      “Can you counter it?”

      “Not tonight. Let us make camp. I will need to make a potion, and I may need your help, Dana.”

      “With what?” I asked, worried by the way she looked at me.

      “I know you are hesitant about learning witch magic, but this could be our only way in. Do you think you are up for it?”

      I fretted about it while we unsaddled the horses and set up camp for the night, but I would help where I could, even if it meant doing witch magic.

      The meagre food scraped down my dry throat as I watched Arianna prepare the potion over the fire.

      She stayed up, stirring from time to time, while we settled to sleep on our blankets close to the fire.

      I was drifting off when a red-hot poker stabbed through my brain. My scream sounded muffled in my ears as I doubled over, trying to prevent the next stab from hurting me.

      “Dana.”

      Bright lights danced behind my eyes. My body shook, reacting to the fireworks in my brain.

      “Dana.”

      “They’re attacking Draeguard. Worse than before. It’s going to fall.”
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      Thomas’ strong arms closed around me as my world tilted. Flashes of the moonstones seared into my eyes behind my closed eyelids.

      Through the pain in my head, I noticed Thomas’ scent ~ woodsy and warm ~ and wondered at myself for such idle thoughts even as he laid me down.

      “What is happening to her?”

      Thomas’ voice sounded far away as if I had cotton in my ears. I looked up into his amber eyes ~ so full of concern.

      “It’s the power of the moonstones. They affect her.”

      I caught myself nodding at Arianna’s reply. The moonstones. Lightning flashed through my brain. The room. The stone. The elves were using them. I had to stop them.

      “It’s stronger,” I managed to say and struggled into a sitting position. Thomas did not remove his hand from the small of my back. His touch there burned like a flame. “Much stronger,” I gasped.

      “How are you feeling now?” Arianna put her hand to my forehead.

      The visions retreated, leaving a low throbbing in their place.

      “It’s abating.”

      “I guess they have a more powerful sorcerer here in Elothrien. Maybe even several. How do you know what happened to Draeguard?”

      I closed my eyes, trying to piece together what I’d seen so I could explain it to them.

      “It was as if the magic shot through me before it attacked the city, so I knew its destination. I can’t explain it.”

      Arianna narrowed her eyes. “Let me make you some tea. You’ll feel better soon.”

      It took us a while before we were able to settle back to sleep, again. Thomas moved his blanket closer, which helped little to ease my tension.

      Cousins or not, I could not help the blood that rushed into my cheeks every time he winked at me or called me Freckles.

      I chided myself for such thoughts, not only in light of what we were going through but also because we were of different types of legendaries. I’d do well to stay away from him…romantically.

      Sleep must have found me because a heavy mist clung to the forest floor when Thomas woke me in the morning.

      Our blankets were damp and heavy when we rolled them up to tie to the horses.

      “The potion is ready. Come, help me, Dana.”

      My heart fluttered as I took my place next to Arianna by a moss-covered fallen log.

      “This potion reveals that which remains unseen, including hidden magic. Once I know what kind of spell the elves used to hide the city, I can start to work against it.”

      “What do I need to do?”

      “I just need you to help me hold the magic. It is willful, and I could lose control over it. Once I have released it, you can use your fae magic to restrict it to this area above the log while I work with it.”

      My heartbeat slowed at the mention of fae magic. “I can do that.”

      “Let us begin.”

      Arianna removed the lid from the pot where she had cooked the potion, and the dark liquid swirled violently.

      I stared at it, but then jumped back as it rose from the pot to hover in front of us like a gelatinous mess, undulating in sensual waves.

      It changed colour, turning from dark to milky, making me shudder.

      Something tugged on my carefully woven magic around the log, and I knew the swirling cloud of potion was testing me.

      I held firm.

      Arianna walked around it, muttering strange words. The swirl reacted, growing darker again and pushing hard on my boundaries.

      As Arianna’s voice grew, so did the swirl’s resistance. It pushed me to my knees as I battled to keep it contained.

      The incantation drove it to change colour several times ~ blue, purple, orange, red ~ but the beauty of it was lost on me as my sweat stung my eyes and my fingertips singed with the force of the magic.

      Dark sparks shot from the centre of the swirl. The first one flew straight at my head, and I almost lost my concentration.

      I held on, and it bounced harmlessly against my defences.

      The second one shot at Arianna. She glanced at me but carried on without interruption.

      After those first two, the potion gave it everything it had. Sparks flew like arrows at us.

      The swirl spread out to test the boundary, pushing ever harder against it.

      A roaring noise filled the forest around us. Wind came up, swirling leaves and pine needles to sting our faces.

      How could a potion be so strong? I’d never seen anything like this before.

      My arms grew heavy and tired from holding them up in the air, but I could not let go. My fingers burned.

      The noise around us grew to a crescendo. Arianna shouted against it. My scream mingled with it. How much longer?

      I fell flat on my face as the resistance suddenly disappeared. The silence seemed deafening.

      Arianna was on her hands and knees, breathing heavily. Ash ran to her, helping her up.

      “Here, let me help you,” a voice said next to me.

      I looked up into Thomas’ gentle, amber eyes, and my stomach gave an odd tug.

      “Thanks.”

      My legs gave out under me as I stood, and I fell backwards into Thomas’ arms. Our cheeks touched, sending flaring heat to my face.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about.” He grinned. “Sit here.”

      He helped me sit on a log, then brought me some water. Ash brought Arianna to sit beside me.

      “That was a tricky bit of magic,” she said. “You did well.”

      “Tricky? I thought it was going to kill us.”

      “The energy is gone now, and I got what I wanted from it.”

      “So, you know how to get through the elves’ magic?” I asked.

      “Yes, but they have had generations to fortify it, so it will take me some time to break through.”

      “How long?”

      “Several days.” She grimaced. “Maybe even more than a week.”

      My heart sank. I could not sit here idle while the elves attacked my home. It would drive me mad.

      “I need to get back to Draeguard. I fear the worst has happened there. If I can convince my father to bring his army here, then by the time we are back, you would be done with the magic, and we would stand a chance.”

      Arianna nodded. “I don’t like the idea of you going back, but if we are to get the stones back, we will need your father’s help. Take Ash, and be careful.”

      Ash cleared his throat. “I am sorry, my Ladies, I would not find my way back through this strange forest.”

      “I can.”

      We all looked at Thomas.

      “Ash could remain here with Arianna, and I could escort Dana back to Draeguard. I do have a letter from the king, giving me access to the city.”

      My ears glowed at the reminder of my blunder. I had betrayed Arianna’s trust by sending a messenger to her home to deliver that letter.

      “Alright,” Arianna agreed, “you go with Dana. Ash can hunt for us while I work, so we should be fine. What will you do about food?”

      “Don’t worry about us,” Thomas said.

      I stared at him.

      “Dana will find edibles for us in the forest, and I’ll hunt rabbits. I promise not to eat them raw when I catch them but bring them back like a good doggie.”

      Arianna laughed, but it took me a moment before I understood what Thomas meant.

      “Let Dana get some rest, then. You can leave after lunch.”

      Arianna smiled at me, but there was a sadness in her eyes that knotted my stomach.

      Did we even stand a chance? Was there still hope? The dark elves had shown their power, and the fae folk had not been able to do anything about it.

      Was I foolish to believe that I could have changed anything? I’d gone out, by myself, thinking I could save the kingdom single-handedly.

      What a childish notion. I had been lucky, so far, to have Arianna and Thomas believe in me.

      I needed to put this behind me and let the army take over where I had failed.
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      My energy soon returned, and after a meagre meal at noon, Thomas and I left.

      Alone in the forest with him, I tried to pay more attention to the scent of pine all around us, or the chirping and twittering of birds in the trees, than the fact I was alone with him.

      As strangely disturbing as it was, I kind of liked it. Whenever he talked to me, all his attention centred around me.

      I tried to tell myself that it was alright to have a darkfae as a friend, and it wasn’t my fault he was my cousin.

      After everything I had put him through, the least I could do was be his friend.

      Still, I could not consolidate my mixed feelings, and the heat rose into my cheeks every time he came close, or he called me Freckles, or he simply winked at me. He did a lot of the latter.

      “Have you noticed that the forest is not as grumpy as it was before?” Thomas asked, building us a fire for the night.

      “I have, but I am not going to stop healing the plants. We don’t want the forest turning on us again.”

      “You’re right.” He put some more branches on the fire. “Just don’t wear yourself out.”

      I sat back on my blanket, enjoying the warmth of the fire when a shiver ran down my spine.

      Thomas froze with a piece of wood still in his hand, staring at me.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      “The gryphon is right behind you.”

      I released my nervous breath and turned around. There he stood. Huge. Menacing. Magnificent.

      You are still here

      “Our mission is not yet complete.”

      You are still healing the forest

      “As I said I would.”

      Will you kill the elves?

      The question took me aback. I had not thought about what it would mean to the gryphon if there were no more dark elves within Raven Hall.

      “Our intention is only to retrieve what is ours. There may be fighting, and some may die.”

      The gryphon’s great head inclined, and his red eyes winked out for a moment.

      Where are you going?

      “We are going to fetch help. An army. I will then lead the army back to Elothrien, so we can claim back what is ours.”

      I will give you and your army safe passage

      My heart skipped a beat. “Thank you.”

      The forest will assist you in your quest

      My stomach somersaulted. “Your help is appreciated.”

      I will call on you for aid when the forest needs you

      I nodded. “I will pay my debts.”

      As silently as he had come, the gryphon retreated into the forest. Soon, only shadows remained where he had stood.

      “What was that all about?” Thomas asked.

      “He is going to help us.” I could not contain myself any longer. In a moment, my arms were around Thomas’ neck. “He’ll give us safe passage and ask the forest to help us in our fight.”

      “That is wonderful.” Thomas hugged me to him.

      My heart still raced, wound up by the good news, but now Thomas’ arms around my back and his breath on my neck set it to racing even faster.

      I got hot all over, and a flush crept into my cheeks, neither of which had anything to do with the proximity of our fire.

      “Yes, we’re fortunate,” I said, untangling myself.

      Thomas cleared his throat and picked up the piece of wood he had dropped. We resumed our positions from before the gryphon came and pretended nothing had happened.

      When we continued our way in the morning, the gryphon appeared and led the way.

      He stayed with us for three days, taking us along a different route to the one we had come.

      You can cross here

      I initiated the magic to break through the fabric between the worlds, and we were surprised to find that we were close to Clover Hill.

      “Do you think you could find this way again?” I asked Thomas. “It is much shorter.”

      “Yes. Without the forest hindering us, it should not be a problem.”

      To our dismay, we noticed that Clover Hill was overrun by dark elves. Thomas guessed they stationed here as spies, as many patrolled the perimeter of the town, while others guarded the main road.

      From where we were, we saw no citizens of Clover Hill, and only dark elves entering and exiting the large inn at the edge of the town. We gave Clover Hill a wide berth and stayed off the road on our way to Draeguard.

      Our next problem would be getting into the city. I had not left on good terms, and with the recent attacks, I doubted Draeguard would welcome visitors.

      “Just ride up to the front gate,” Thomas suggested. “Let them arrest us if they want. We’ll still get an audience with the king, won’t we?”

      “You don’t know the councillors,” I rolled my eyes, “but I can’t think of anything better.”

      We didn’t make it to the gate or even to the outlying farms. My father’s soldiers patrolled the woods surrounding Draeguard in all directions, and they picked us up when we were still five miles out.

      “Luck favours you, Princess Dana,” Captain Jared said as he led us to the gates of the city. “The council guards still have orders to bring you in. The elders are obsessed with averting the prophecy.”

      “They should be more worried about the moonstones,” I huffed.

      Captain Jared inclined his head in agreement, then glanced at Thomas. “Pardon, my Lady, but you know our laws. I am not allowed to let him go with you.”

      My heart sank. I was so used to Thomas’ presence, I had not thought of it. The people of the city and the palace residents would not welcome him.

      “I have a pass,” Thomas blurted out behind us.

      I grinned at Thomas as he waved my father’s letter, which he’d pulled from his bag.

      “Very well,” Captain Jared said. “Let us hurry. Your father needs you. He has not yet recovered from the evil that befell him in that forest.”

      My face fell. How long had it been? A week? Two?

      We trotted through the city; the horses’ hooves clip-clopped loudly on the paving. Thomas stared, looking at everything around him.

      Captain Jared ordered one of his guards by the palace gates to spread the word of the shifter around the palace, and the man took off running before we even entered through the gilded doors.

      The marble halls echoed with our footsteps as we rushed through to my father’s quarters, and although I noticed the extensive damage to the palace, I couldn’t worry about that right now.

      The royal bedroom reeked of decay, and I squinted in the gloom, trying to see the bed.

      A healer sat beside my father, and two servants hovered around by the closed curtains.

      “The princess has come to see the king,” Captain Jared announced.

      I rushed to my father’s side. Black, flaky crust covered his skin, and his breath rasped in and out of his chest.

      “We have healed all his physical injuries, my princess,” the healer explained, “but this black magic persists. We don’t know how much longer he can endure.”

      Thomas came and laid a hand on my shoulder. “You can do this.”

      Nodding to myself, I put both my hands on my father’s chest. I heard the door open again behind me, but I shut the noise out as I began the magic.

      The silver magic sizzled and sparkled, sucking energy from me to envelope my father. My arms burned with the strain, but I held on.

      The room lit up with the silver glow, and a hubbub of voices arose behind me.

      Silver veins travelled up my father’s skin, dislodging the black crust as it went. Soon, his breathing eased, and his eyelids fluttered.

      “Father, can you hear me?” Slowly, I let go of my magic.

      His light hair hung in sweaty streaks across his forehead, but his blue eyes shone when he saw me.

      “Dana.”

      “I’m here, Father.” I turned to one of the servants. “Open the curtains.”

      We all blinked in the sudden light, but the way my father’s lips pulled up in the corners within his pale face made my heart jump.

      He reached out with a shaking hand and stroked my cheek. “Faeling, you’re here.”

      “Of course, and I bring news.”

      Someone cleared his throat behind me. A tingle of premonition froze me into place.

      “I am sorry to interrupt the family reunion,” Councillor William said, “but I believe we just witnessed you doing illegal magic.”

      I rounded on him. “I just saved my father.”

      Four councillors and three elders had come in while I had been busy with my father. They all stared at me.

      “For which we are all grateful, I’m sure,” he drawled. “The fact remains that the elves are still attacking, you still wield this magic, and now you have brought a shifter into our city.”

      “But, I…” Thomas tried.

      “The council has taken over the reign of Draeguard during this time of emergency.”

      “My father…” I tried.

      Weak as he still was, my father stirred beside me, struggling into a sitting position.

      “As head of the council, I order you and the shifter to be arrested immediately.”
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      My body went cold as the blood drained from my face. My right eyelid twitched annoyingly as one of the councillors exited the chamber on Councillor William’s command.

      There was some shuffling behind me, but I ignored it as the blood rushed violently back into my face, setting my cheeks aglow.

      “No.” I put my shoulders back and lifted my chin.

      Councillor William’s eyes opened wide, eyebrows arched, as he turned to stare at me.

      “No?”

      “You will not arrest us. My father has been reinstated to the throne, and as he is fit to rule again, the council’s reign has ended.”

      William took a step forward, his lips pinched, jaw clenching. I held up my hand, palm facing him.

      “I have seen the real villain, and I know where the moonstones are. I know how to retrieve them and to restore this kingdom to peace once more.”

      The councillor took a step back. My heart hammered in my chest, but I pushed on.

      “The only reason you, and everyone else, want to lock me up is that you are afraid of my abilities. Have you never thought that I might have been given them to save us from this threat?”

      The rushing of my pumping blood sounded loud in my ears as the logic of that statement sunk into my consciousness.

      “I have come here to lead an army to Elothrien, to free the stones, and to restore Draeguard to its rightful glory.”

      Only in the silence that followed did I notice I had been yelling. I stared at the councillors and elders before me, who stared back, but then bowed and slowly backed out of the room.

      My hands now shook, and my legs turned to jelly. Whatever had buoyed me while speaking left me now, and I quickly sat on the edge of my father’s bed.

      When I looked up, my father stood to my right, his gown neatly tied around his waist and his arms crossed over his chest. He’d stood behind me this whole time.

      A giggle bubbled up before I could contain it.

      “That was quite a speech, faeling. Would you like to discuss these matters during an official council meeting?”

      “It is urgent, Father.” I nodded. “As soon as you could call one.”

      Fresh air blew through the room as one of the servants opened the windows. It drove away the stench of decay, erasing my father’s days of languishing in his illness.

      With the room once more bright and fresh, and the king feeling himself again, we left him with the servants to get dressed.

      “Princess Dana,” Thomas said to me as we stepped out into the wide corridor. His tone made me look up. “I can see that now.”

      “See what?”

      “The princess in you.”

      “You didn’t see that before?” I stopped, my brows pulling into a frown.

      “I knew you to be one, but,” he hesitated, “today you acted like one.”

      I blushed. Of course, I did. My infernal cheeks always betrayed me. Still, I wasn’t sure if I was happy about his statement.

      “It’s a compliment, Freckles,” Thomas huffed, laughing.

      Alright, I’d let it go, but it still needled me. There had been many times I’d wished I wasn’t a princess, but now that he put it like that, it stung.

      “My Lady,” we both turned at the voice behind us, “I have been instructed to accompany your escort to the guest wing and to provide him with clean garments.”

      Clean clothes sounded great. We followed the servant along the marble-lined passages of the palace.

      The knocking of hammers, sawing of blades, and the stinging scent of paint accompanied us all the way to the guest wing.

      The workers had done an astonishing amount of repair on the palace. Still, some things would need to be replaced completely ~ like the giant crystal chandelier that usually hung in the foyer before you entered the wing.

      “Please, bring Sir Thomas to my chambers once he is ready,” I asked the servant before taking my leave.

      Thomas suppressed a smile, then followed the servant through the arched doorway into one of the guest chambers.

      On my way to my own room, the vacated pedestals where statues had once stood glared at me like empty tooth sockets.

      So much beauty ~ destroyed. And for what? Why did the dark elves need our moonstones?

      I rounded a section of floor that had collapsed entirely and had been roped off. I could see right down to the floor beneath it. I knew that all five levels of the palace had sustained damage ~ right down to the underground level that contained the elder wing and the vault.

      A lot of the tapestries and curtains had been taken off, leaving the hallways and windows bare. I shuddered in the cold atmosphere, hoping warmth would return soon.

      When I entered my room, I almost did not recognise it. Workers had now removed what had remained of my ceiling, and I stared at the rough underside of the level above my room.

      A spartan, white bed stood where my four-poster used to be, and most of my furnishings had been removed.

      “Princess,” a voice behind me cooed, “my Ladybug. It is so good to see you.”

      Rosalie rushed into the room and knelt before me. The servant’s eyes shone as she looked up at me.

      I took her hands and helped her to her feet again. She’d been my handmaiden too long to kneel before me.

      “Have you been alright, Rosalie? How is your family?”

      “Everyone is fine.” She waved the question away. “I have been so worried about you. There have been terrible rumours.”

      I laughed. “What? That I am the child of the prophecy and the reason the palace is crumbling?”

      Rosalie looked at her hands. “Something like that.”

      “Well, it’s not true. I am here now to show my father’s army the way to the elven city where our stolen moonstones are kept. We are going to set this right.”

      She glowed, her lips stretching thin as she smiled.

      “But first, I’d like to wash and change. What happened here?”

      “Most of your things have been taken away for repair. I washed and ironed your clothes, and they are back in your cupboard. I shall draw you a bath.”

      “Thank you, Rosalie.”

      I stood by the window, looking over the city, while Rosalie busied herself in the bathroom.

      In the beginning, the attacks had centred on the palace. Now, I could see scaffolding on some of the houses near the palace. The elves were much more powerful now that they had the stones.

      But, if they already possessed this power, then why did they keep attacking? Did they want to rule our kingdom? Did they want to eliminate us?

      Whatever their intentions, we had to retrieve our stones, and we had to do so quickly. We’d been away from Elothrien for four days, now. Maybe Arianna had managed to penetrate the elves’ magic already.

      My muscles relaxed as I slipped into the hot waters of my bath. The light scents of lavender and jasmine eased my thoughts as Rosalie shampooed my hair.

      Afterwards, Rosalie took some time to detangle the red mess on my head, and then she pinned it up with some ivory combs.

      “Princess Dana will be ready soon,” Rosalie spoke through the door in reply to a knock.

      When she came back, she helped me into a green velvet dress, with tiny golden leaves sewn along its hems.

      I had been living the rugged forest life for so long; I had forgotten what it felt like to be wearing my royal garments.

      It took me a moment to consolidate my mixed reactions, for I missed the freedom of wearing pants and boots, but wearing these clothes gave me power the others didn’t.

      Thomas’ face when Rosalie opened the door for him was worth any kind of mixed feelings I may have had.

      His jaw dropped before he noticed and snapped it closed again quickly. Blood rushed to his cheeks for a change, and he fidgeted, which ended with an ungainly bow.

      “My Lady.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I laughed. “Come, let’s find out when we need to be at the council hall, and if there is time, I’ll show you around.”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      I elbowed him on my way past, and he grinned.

      It turned out we had another hour before the meeting, which wasn’t a lot of time to show Thomas the palace. I decided to show him the gardens, which were my favourite.

      “Oh, I am so happy to see there isn’t as much damage here,” I gushed as we walked through an ivy-covered archway.

      The sweet scent of jasmine hung in the air as we stepped into the gardens, and Thomas looked around with wide eyes.

      “I spent most of my time here when I was younger. I’d have picnics on the lawns with Rosalie, play hide-and-seek with my friend Alyssa, and help the gardeners just because I could.”

      “It sure is beautiful.”

      “It’s also the way I escaped when I had to get out of the palace,” I laughed. “I used to sneak out to play in the city, so when they accused my father of treason, I used that same way to get out.”

      Thomas raised his eyebrows. “Quite the adventurous princess.”

      “It can get boring in the palace. I needed an outlet. There was always so much to see in the city.”

      “I can’t imagine being bored in a place like this,” Thomas said, running over to a life-sized chessboard.

      “It’s different when you grow up here.”

      Two birds darted between us, chirping sharply. They fluttered around the bishop’s head, then wove between the knight and the rook, before taking off again towards the maze.

      “Yes, I see, quite dangerous, this garden of yours.”

      Our giggles drew some disapproving looks from other visitors to the garden, and I was sharply reminded that Thomas was not fae.

      Even dressed as he was ~ all handsome in the elegantly pleated black outfit they had given him ~ he neither had the fae ears nor the faint sheen to his skin.

      “Come, we better get going. I want to have a word with Father before the meeting.”

      No matter how I felt about Thomas, I needed to keep in mind that the age-long bias between the legendaries still existed.

      He had earned my trust, had saved my life, but even I had not liked him to begin with.

      The people would need time to see they could trust him, just as I did.

      I took him a different route back through the palace, showing him the gallery of frescoes within an outer wing on the ground floor.

      The gallery had an open roof, covered only in a lattice with grapes growing along them. Sunlight streamed through the branches, painting the long passage in dappled light.

      The frescoes depicted the history of the palace, going as far back as four hundred years. I had always loved to come down here.

      Now, it broke my heart to see many of the colourful wall paintings cracked or chipped.

      Thomas took my hand. “I’m sure they will be able to restore them.”

      “I hope so.”

      He stood so close; I felt his breath on my face. His hand pleasantly warmed mine, and I didn’t want to let go.

      I resisted the urge to close my eyes and just lean my head on his chest. It would have been so easy.

      Instead, I let go and carried on walking along the line of pictures. At the end of the hall, Thomas followed me up the marble staircase and then down the next corridor to the council chamber, which was on the second floor.

      Even here, the damage was apparent. Half the tiered seating had collapsed, and in the place of the dais, stood a simple table and chair.

      My father and Captain Jared stood talking in the centre of the room, while the councillors still filed in.

      “Let’s find a seat,” I whispered, trying not to be noticed by the councillors.

      “Ah, Dana,” my father called over, “we’ve been waiting for you.”

      All eyes turned on me as I walked to the centre of the chamber. I could see Councillor William whisper something behind his hand to the person next to him.

      “I have instructed Jared to bring the elders in under guard. We cannot afford another incident like last time.”

      “Let’s not,” I agreed, shuddering.

      Captain Jared took a bow and then left the chamber while my father went to sit at the table. The councillors found their seats on what remained of the tiers.

      I shot Thomas a look, but he sat far to the left, away from anyone else ~ safe, for now.

      “I fear that we have been here before, Father, and it didn’t go so well.”

      “They will listen, this time,” he assured me.

      “But, the council has been in charge ever since you returned ill. I am sure Councillor William is up to something.”

      My father turned to me, his blue eyes cold. “The councillor may be many things, but he is no traitor.”

      “But, he…”

      “I have taken precautions with Captain Jared and the guards. They are loyal to me and have vowed to ensure I retain my throne to see us through this calamity.”

      “Very well,” I conceded.

      I knew there was no use arguing. My father had two sides ~ the king and my father. When he was in ‘king mode’, even his little faeling could not sway him.

      Soon enough, Jared escorted the elders into the chamber. Elder Theon stopped half-way, eying me, but Jared prodded him along.

      The king opened the meeting by thanking everyone for the work they had done during his convalescence and for the progress on the repair of the palace.

      I sidled back to Thomas, taking a seat behind him to listen to my father speak. He droned on and on about issues within the palace and the city, and I itched to tell my story.

      “You will get your chance,” Thomas whispered. “Your father needs to reaffirm himself.”

      I knew Thomas was right, but it irked, nonetheless. When my father finally called me, I sprang to my feet too quickly and nearly stumbled on my way.

      “The stones are kept in the city of Elothrien, and we need to send an army there right now to retrieve them, or our window of opportunity will close,” I blurted out the moment my father gave me leave to speak.

      “Slow down,” he ordered. “The fabled city?”

      “Yes. We found it, and its defences will be down within the next day or so.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “We have someone there right now, working on it.”

      “And you know the stones are there?”

      “Yes. They were at the castle Aladrien, but then the elves moved them. The last attack on our palace was from Elothrien. They have more powerful sorcerers there, which is why we need to hurry.”

      My father stared at me. “How do you know all of this?”

      I shook my head. “There is no time to explain it all now, but we followed the elves, which is how we discovered their city.”

      “And, you did this all by yourself? You and this shifter?” He nodded towards Thomas.

      “No, we had help. Four of your men accompanied us.” I hung my head. “Three didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”

      “And the other?”

      I looked up now, heart racing, watching for my father’s reaction.

      “He’s still in the forest. We left him there to protect Arianna, who is performing the spell to break through Elothrien’s defences.”
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      I watched my father pace the woven carpet in front of the fireplace in his office, the scowl deepening on his face.

      My hands clasped behind my back, hurting already with the way I squeezed them.

      For years, I had watched my father hold meetings, lead the council, and plan strategies, yet I had never seen him as careful and diplomatic as today when he steered the councillors around the fact a witch was helping us.

      I shivered in the cool of his office, hoping he would say something.

      At the council meeting, he had ordered his army to get ready. Some of the mages would accompany us, as well. We would leave at dawn.

      At the mention of Arianna, he had cleverly steered the talk towards tactics and not mentioned her again. He had also not looked at me for the rest of the meeting.

      Afterwards, he had called me into his office, where I found myself, now, fidgeting with my hands behind my back. If only he would talk to me.

      “Father?”

      He stopped pacing and turned to face me, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “I must apologise to you, Dana.”

      That was not what I expected. “For what?”

      “I think I confused you. When the council put me into the dungeon, and you showed me your moon magic for the first time, I didn’t know what to do. I just wanted you to be safe.”

      He cleared his throat and scratched the back of his head, shifting on the spot. I squeezed my own hands tighter.

      “It was a knee-jerk reaction sending you to Arianna, one that I still regret. What do you know about her, and how much interaction have you had with her?”

      “She’s not dangerous if that’s what you think.”

      He raised his eyebrows, and his eyes flashed. I changed my tone.

      “Arianna keeps her secrets close, but she has been a valuable asset and has saved my life more than once.”

      My father nodded, and I knew I had chosen my words better.

      “You would do well to keep your distance. When we return from Raven Hall, we must sever all ties with her. Do you understand?”

      I didn’t, not in the least. Arianna had been a good friend and had helped me where others couldn’t.

      “I found her picture in your room.”

      My father’s face turned red, and I took a step back.

      “What?” he spat.

      “Uhm, you left, and I thought…I’m sorry, Father.”

      I shouldn’t have said anything. Too late. My father’s red face changed shape several times as he ground his teeth, clenched his jaw, furrowed his brows, before settling on a glowering scowl.

      “You may be my daughter,” he spoke the words low, slowly, “but that does not give you the right to pry into my private business. If we didn’t need you, I’d have a good mind to leave you here tomorrow. Now, go, pack your bags, and be ready by dawn.”

      He turned his back on me, dismissing me without another word.

      In all my years, with all the things I had done, my father had never been this angry with me. My blood ran cold at the tone of his voice, and I stared at his stiff, broad back.

      What was it about Arianna that infuriated him so? Could she truly be that dangerous? If she was, she had not shown that side of her to me.

      Silently, I retreated. There was nothing I could say to my father right now that would placate him.

      Once back in my room, I asked Rosalie to bring me my mother’s old photo album. It always gave me comfort when in trouble with Father, but this time I had an ulterior motive.

      I had just settled with the album on top of the single bed when a servant ushered Thomas into my room.

      “What are you doing? Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”

      “Rosalie has packed already.” I waved him over. “I had a fight with my father about Arianna. I found a picture of hers amongst his things, and it’s about the same age as these pictures of my mother. Do you want to look with me?”

      “Sure.”

      He took off his boots and sat cross-legged on the bed beside me. In the absence of furniture in my room, there was really no other place to sit. Rosalie gave us a look.

      “She’s beautiful,” Thomas commented when I opened the album.

      “I wish I could have met her.”

      “Where do you get your red hair from, then?”

      I shrugged. “I guess blonde, and brown makes red, although my father said that, in sunlight, my mother had a red shimmer; auburn even.”

      “From what I’ve seen, darker hair colour is fairly rare amongst your people.”

      “It’s not unusual, but you’re right. Most fae are a shade of blonde. I’m an anomaly.” I laughed. “And, I have freckles, which I was told I get from my father’s side. So, great combo, my parents. I think I am one in ten thousand of fae with reddish hair.”

      “I think you’re pretty.”

      Instant heat rose to my cheeks, and I looked down at the pages of the album.

      “So,” Thomas continued, “what are you looking for, anyway?”

      My heart hammered wildly, and my fingers fumbled with the pages as I tried to turn them. He thought I was pretty!

      “There are some group photos taken in some city. I thought, maybe, Arianna might be in one of them.”

      “Do you think they knew each other?”

      “I don’t know, but my father is acting strangely. Every time I mention Arianna, he gets upset. He said he made a mistake sending me to her in the first place.”

      Rosalie clunked around in the cupboard, moving the sliding ladder, shifting clothes, and rearranging shoes. She sure was acting odd.

      We both looked up, watching her.

      She had been with me since birth, and this was the first time there was a boy in my room. She was probably as nervous as I was.

      I giggled.

      Thomas and I carried on looking through the album but found no evidence of Arianna anywhere. I did see a photo with Aunt Eldora in the background, and I hesitated for a moment.

      Thomas would not recognise her, and I wondered if I should point her out to him. But, that would let him know exactly who his mother was and that we were related. I wasn’t sure if I was the right person to reveal this to him right now.

      With my heart now torn, I closed the album, and we took a slow stroll through the palace to the upper levels, where we then met with my father for dinner in the dining hall; its massive, oval table set for three.

      The servants’ shoes echoed within the vast room as they served our dishes.

      My father said little, and we hurried through our meal.

      “I am sorry that was so awkward,” I said to Thomas afterwards.

      “No need to apologise.” He waved it away. “I’ve never had a father, but I am sure whatever yours does, it’s because he loves you.”

      These infernal cheeks. That was such a beautiful thing for Thomas to say, and here my blood betrayed me. My body tingled as the word ‘love’ from Thomas’ lips still reverberated through it.

      “Thank you,” I managed to choke out.

      What was wrong with me?

      “I’ll see you in the morning. A servant will bring you to the stable complex, where we’ll meet.”

      “Good night, my Princess.”

      The heat rose higher, reaching my ears, as Thomas bent low and kissed my hand.

      I hastened back to my room, vowing to ask Rosalie for pictures of Aunt Eldora. Maybe, I could give them to Thomas, after all. I should never forget that he was my cousin. Never.

      I should also speak to my father about it, once he had calmed down, of course. Maybe, Thomas would be more welcome here if the people knew he was part-fae.

      Frowning, I realised that it would not be a good idea. Darkfae were considered abominations, and I remembered the way I had reacted. Here, at court, the councillors would call for the law to be upheld.

      When I got to my room, the album was not where I left it on the bed. In its stead, Rosalie had laid out my nightdress and slippers.

      “I am retiring,” the handmaiden said. “Ring for me, if there is anything else you need.”

      “Rosalie, before you go.” She paused in the doorway. “Where is my mother’s album?”

      “It would be wise not to dig too deep, Ladybug.”

      She firmly shut the door behind her without answering my question. I didn’t even get a chance to ask about the pictures of Eldora.

      I considered calling her back, but the warning in her tone stopped me. I knew she would not tell me any more than she’d said already, but I wondered why.
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      Lapis Lazuli pranced beneath me, her breath forming clouds of steam in the fresh morning air.

      Thomas sat on a calm gelding and watched me with amusement.

      “Is she going to be like this the whole way?” he laughed.

      “She hasn’t been ridden in weeks. She’ll settle down.”

      When the trumpets blew signalling our march, Lazuli lost her head. I sat tightly in the saddle, trying to calm her, but she crashed into horses to our left and right, disrupting the entire procession.

      I placed my hand on her neck, sending a flow of magic her way. Her coat glittered where the magic touched her, and the calming influence slowly took effect.

      Soon, she jogged in line with the other horses, rolling her eyes at the flapping of the coloured flags.

      We left Draeguard with the people lining the streets, cheering us on. I tried to spot Alyssa, but couldn’t see her in the throng of people. She would have loved to see Thomas.

      We rode along the main road towards Clover Hill; an army of five hundred soldiers behind us. This time, there was no need to hide in the shadows.

      I had told my father about how the dark elves had taken Clover Hill, and he had dispatched Captain Jared and his men to deal with them, so the threat would be gone by the time we got there.

      “Dana, ride with me,” my father called to me before we reached Clover Hill.

      I gave Thomas a wary look, then trotted to catch up with my father.

      “I lost many men when we tried to penetrate Raven Hall,” he said once Lapis Lazuli walked calmly beside his charger. “How did you manage to succeed where we failed?”

      “We assume that you got waylaid by the sorceress Sorena. She must have used some kind of magic on you and your men. By the time we travelled that way, she had left.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I could have lost you. What possessed you to go on such an undertaking?”

      I got hot, then cold ~ my cheeks blushing, then draining of blood. His tone broke my heart, and I vowed then never to tell him the details of our trip.

      “I had to try, Father. The moonstones call to me. I miss them. Besides, I had Thomas and your soldiers to protect me.” I didn’t want to mention Arianna, again, or the fact I had these strange dreams about the stones.

      “Promise me never to do something so reckless again, faeling. I could not bear to lose you.”

      “I will try, Father.”

      He harrumphed but didn’t push me for that promise.

      “Once we pass Clover Hill, you will ride up front with Captain Jared and me, so you can show us this shortcut.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      We made camp that night on the outskirts of Clover Hill. Although we travelled light for an army ~ cavalry only, and each man packed only what their horse could carry ~ we spent the night in relative luxury compared to my previous experiences.

      Each saddle-pack contained a light, one-man tent, and Thomas helped me set up mine. He wasn’t allowed to set his up anywhere near mine, of course.

      Although I enjoyed the evening around the campfire, looking up at the stars in the clear sky, I couldn’t help but fidget.

      I itched to get going, to be back in the forest, to hurry to Arianna’s side. How far did she get with the spell? Were she and Ash still safe?

      It had been six days since we left, much quicker than we thought it would be, yet I couldn’t help but worry that something would go wrong.

      To get five hundred men going in the morning took longer than my nerves could handle. Poor Lazuli pranced around, feeding off my nervous energy, and there was no calming her this time.

      An hour later, with the sun cresting the horizon, we rode past Clover Hill and on into the woods beyond it.

      I finally settled down, and so did my horse. Thomas kept laughing at me, which drew disapproving glances from my father, which, in turn, amused me.

      “How far do we ride today, Princess?” Captain Jared asked.

      I glanced at Thomas, and he nodded. Might as well tell them now.

      “If you follow the road, it would take days just to get into Raven Hall proper.” The captain shot me a sideways glance from his horse but continued to listen. “We had help getting back and were assured the same help with getting back in.”

      “What kind of help do you speak of?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “A gryphon.”

      Jared remained silent, riding on as if I hadn’t spoken. I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but I didn’t know what to do with his silence.

      “Uhm, we will reach the place by noon, and he will lead us to Elothrien from there,” I continued.

      “It is safe?” He turned to me, lifting his visor to look me in the eyes.

      “Yes, yes, the gryphon has pledged his aid to our quest.”

      “Very well. I don’t know how you did it, but you have always been extraordinary. I will inform my men.”

      The captain turned his horse and rode along the line of riders, calling out to his lieutenants.

      As my father took Jared’s place, I had to repeat my story.

      “You must have had quite the adventure,” is all he said.

      By mid-morning, Thomas took the lead, veering off the forest road and turning along a narrow trail where the horses could barely walk two abreast.

      Our cavalry trailed almost a mile long as it wound through the forest, and Raven Hall soon let us know it disliked our presence.

      It attacked with whipping branches, snagging roots, and falling pine cones, and I worried we might not make it to our meeting point.

      But, what neither the forest, nor I, accounted for, was that every one of those soldiers was fae, and together, we charmed the forest into letting us pass untroubled.

      After all, earthmagic was what we were designed for. My face split into a grin as Thomas gazed at all the hazy, dust-mote-like magic floating about.

      “We’re here,” I let Jared know when we reached the spot where the gryphon had sent us through.

      As agreed, he would go through first with Thomas, while I stayed here, keeping the fabric open so all five hundred could come through.

      I now spoke the spell and issued the magic, and the greener half of Raven Hall showed through the wavering fabric.

      “I’ll see you on the other side,” Thomas said and then rode forwards.

      In twos, the riders disappeared through the opening. I could see them ride through, then turn, and then they left my view. I could also no longer see Thomas.

      I didn’t know how many had passed by the time my arms began to quiver. My father rode up beside me to take Lazuli’s reins.

      The magic burned along my arms, but I held them up, keeping the fabric open as more and more riders passed through.

      Sweat dripped into my eyes as I ground my teeth, and my nostrils flared as I struggled for breath.

      Just a few more. My body trembled, and Lazuli shifted nervously beneath me.

      The last rider went through. I almost dropped the magic.

      “Hold on,” my father’s voice sounded from far away.

      Lapis Lazuli moved. The magic wavered. I could hold it no longer.

      “Hold on.”

      My world changed colour.
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      I gritted my teeth and held on.

      “Hah,” I yelled at Lapis Lazuli, and she sprang through the opening in the fabric before I lost control of my magic.

      My father grabbed my arm as I swayed in the saddle. The forest blurred around me, and I closed my eyes for a moment.

      “I’ll be alright.” My chest heaved as I took some deep breaths.

      “What happened?” my father demanded.

      “Can’t you see what she just did there?” Thomas jumped in. “Have you ever held a portal open for five hundred people?”

      “Thomas,” I hissed.

      My father’s face turned red as he glowered at Thomas, but then he turned to me. “Why didn’t you say it would be so dangerous? Someone could have helped you.”

      I silently cursed Thomas. “Because, it’s not just fae magic, Father. Please, don’t ask more questions.”

      His mouth opened, but then snapped shut again. The redness remained on his face, and a vein throbbed on his temple.

      The awkward silence between us was suddenly broken when the horses stomped their hooves, swished their tails, and paced around nervously.

      The soldiers tried to settle them, but with five hundred horses crammed into a small clearing, and all of them agitated, it proved to be an impossible task.

      “The gryphon is here,” I let them know. “The horses will settle once we get going.”

      Thomas and I led the way out of the clearing. Still weak from entering the forest, I could not heal plants as we rode. I hoped the gryphon would understand.

      The beast met us a quarter mile further on. He stood in the middle of the path, wings spread, head held high, and eyes glowing.

      His sharp talons raked the ground in front of him, and as he cawed, some of his feathers caught alight.

      Thomas and I had seen him in all his glory, fully aflame, but the soldiers behind us, including my father and Captain Jared, stopped their horses, muttering in fear.

      “He’s quite the show-off,” Thomas whispered to me.

      I giggled.

      Without hesitating, Thomas and I rode on. When we reached the gryphon, he folded his wings and walked beside us as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

      We could hear the muffled words and oohs and aahs from behind us.

      “He is huge.”

      “Who is she to control the beast?”

      “What if he turns on us?”

      The mutterings eventually faded, and by the time we stopped in the evening, the soldiers had accepted the presence of the gryphon.

      You bring many of your people

      “There are many elves who have stolen our stones.”

      The gryphon inclined his head.

      There will be death?

      “Only if it cannot be avoided.”

      When it is done, you will pay your debt?

      “I will do what I can, as we agreed.”

      Good

      He left me then and paced around the forest while we rested for the night.

      It rained the next day, and I shivered in my damp clothing as we rode throughout the day.

      The rich, dark earth absorbed the rain, bringing forth new life. Glittering raindrops clung to fern leaves, turning the forest into a sparkling wonderland.

      I tried to forget about the cold as I stared at the colours around me.

      Funnel-shaped leaves opened and turned themselves skyward to catch the rain. Orange frogs came out to cling to trees, letting the rain wash over them. Birds darted in between the trees, eating the insects disturbed by the downpour.

      We’d never experienced rain in this forest before, and I couldn’t have imagined it more beautiful.

      The next day we had clear skies again above the thick canopy of the forest, but my stomach churned with an uneasiness I could not explain.

      “We’re almost there,” Thomas said. “Your father will get the stones back, you’ll see.”

      As evening drew close, the gryphon came to see me.

      Your friends are coming

      “My friends?”

      The two you left behind

      My heart somersaulted in my chest, and I was about to ask more when someone issued a warning shout.

      We all looked ahead into the gloom and saw two riders emerge at a trot. They hesitated when they saw us, but then they must have seen the gryphon, for they cantered the rest of the way to reach us.

      “My Lord, Captain, my Lady,” Ash greeted us. “The elves are aware of our presence and have mounted their defences.”

      “What happened?” Thomas asked.

      “Perimeter patrols. We couldn’t avoid them all.”

      “Did you break the spell?”

      Ash looked at Arianna, but she kept mum. “There may be another way in,” he replied, instead.

      “Let us set up camp for the night, and we can discuss everything,” Captain Jared ordered. “You weren’t followed, I assume.”

      “No, we masked our tracks.” Ash once more looked to Arianna, who said nothing. “But, it would be wise to keep lookouts. The elves have been nervous these past few days. They may have noticed our magic.”

      As we rode on, Arianna steered her horse alongside mine, and we hugged briefly across the reach between our horses.

      The hairs at the back of my neck tingled, and when I turned around, my father stared at us with an icy glare.

      My heart hammered, and my ears glowed, but it was now or never.

      “Why does my father not like you?”

      Arianna kept her eyes forward on the forest path, but her lips twitched briefly before she answered.

      “Some history is best not meddled with.”

      Deflated, I looked down at my hands. Everyone had a right to privacy, and whatever had happened was probably none of my business.

      Still, I wanted to know. It nagged me at the back of my mind, telling me to find out more.

      Why had my father sent me to her in the beginning? There had to have been a reason.

      Besides, without Arianna, I would not have coped with this magic of mine. I owed so much to her. My father should be happy. In fact, he should reward her.

      Right now, we had other worries, but I vowed to speak to him about it when the time presented itself.

      We made camp off the main road, but hiding five hundred soldiers proved challenging. If the elves came looking, they would find us.

      Before I settled by the fires, I walked around the perimeter of the camp, keeping my promise to the gryphon. He walked along with me ~ a silent witness to the silvery magic issuing forth from my hands.

      Here, on the outskirts of camp where the light from the fires did not reach far into the trees, the night blossoms glowed in all their glory, momentarily distracting me from what lay ahead.

      There was so much beauty here. The delicate night ivy coiled elegantly around trees to reach for the canopy, glowed a faint blue; the night blossoms, hung from their vines, glowed bright blue and white, and the blanket moss that covered everything from rocks to fallen logs and large sections of ground, glowed in a variety of different shades of green.

      I wished I could enjoy it for what it was, but my mind kept jumping to the stones, and the elves, and my father.

      “Your father wants to see you,” Thomas said, suddenly beside me. “He looks unhappy.”

      We walked together along the game trail that led back to our camp. I had an uneasy feeling about my father and a sudden urge to sort out at least one thing in my life while I had the chance.

      “Thomas,” I laid my hand on his arm to stop him, “sit with me for a bit.”

      We sat down on a rock, and I drew my knees against my chest.

      “I have meant to talk to you but didn’t know how you would react. I don’t know what will happen going forward, so I need to tell you now.”

      “Dana, what is it?”

      I took a deep breath.

      “Your mother, Eldora, was my mother’s sister.”

      Thomas stared at me, a blank look on his face. I wished he would say something.

      “Her surname was Whiterose. A respected noble family of Draeguard. Everything you said about your mother ties up with my aunt. I thought you should know.”

      Thomas blinked, then took my hands.

      “Thank you.” His eyes glistened. “Thank you for telling me.”

      “You’re not upset?”

      “What? No. I have been searching for information about my family all my life, Dana. Whiterose,” he smiled, “now, I have a surname.”

      We sat for a moment longer, before Thomas reminded me that my father wanted to see me.

      “Good luck,” Thomas said as he walked away.

      I stared after him, still worried I’d upset him, but there was a smile on his face. Sighing, I crossed into camp.

      Soldiers settled around their fires, horses ate contentedly from their grain feeders, and a warm, orange glow bathed the campsite.

      With an atmosphere this peaceful, I could have been fooled into thinking all was alright, but one look at my father as I approached told me that he had unpleasant thoughts on his mind.

      “Sit with me,” he said brusquely when I reached him.

      Our tents stood alongside each other, sharing a fire. We sat down in front of it. Tiny sparks shot into the air as the fire crackled.

      “Ash filled me in on everything that happened.”

      My blood ran cold as I realised what that meant.

      Ash would have told my father about the wolves and how I had killed them. He would have told my father about my capture and how close I came to death.

      Ash had witnessed me do my strange magic, fight wolves, fight elves, talk to a gryphon, and put my life in danger several times.

      My father’s eyes flickered in the firelight, and I could not tell what he was thinking.

      “Who would have thought it would come to this?”

      My father clenched his jaw, and he clasped his hands together in front of him. Was I supposed to answer him?

      “Dana,” he sighed, “none of this should have been your responsibility. You could have been killed.”

      A lump formed in my throat and a hand clasped tightly over my heart. There was no anger in his voice ~ only sadness and disappointment.

      “I should never have let this happen. Our laws blinded me, and I didn’t see the bigger picture. I am so sorry you had to endure all that you went through.”

      “Father, no,” I reached out and took his hand, “the council gave you no choice.”

      “Had I done something about the attacks when they first started, the council would have reacted differently.”

      “But, you didn’t know who caused the attacks,” I countered.

      He leaned forward. “You figured it out. If I had not been so close-minded and looked further than my kingdom, then maybe most of this could have been avoided.”

      My spit stuck in my throat. I didn’t want to tell him that I thought he was right. All the elders and councillors had been wrong, too.

      “It is done, now, Father. There is no use assigning blame.”

      “No, maybe not, but I can avoid making more mistakes, which is why I am sending you home.”

      “What? No, you can’t.”

      “I can, and I will. You will leave first thing in the morning.”

      “But, Father, the stones. I need to be there.”

      “This is my battle now. You’ve done enough. I have let you put yourself in danger on my behalf long enough. It is time I protect you. I am sending Ash home with you.”

      The way he let go of my hand and sat back, turning to face the fire, told me our conversation had ended.

      I tried once more. “Father…”

      “No, Dana. My mind is made.”

      We sat in silence for a while. I knew I could not argue with him now, so I let him believe he’d won.

      By the time one of the soldiers brought us food, my father and I talked about the little things that happened throughout the day.

      I told him about how excitable Lapis Lazuli had been and how my muscles ached from riding her again. He visibly relaxed at such talk.

      After our meal, when I thought the mood between us had sufficiently relaxed, I slipped in a different question.

      “Will you be alright working with Arianna if I’m not here?”

      My father’s face clammed shut. He did not look at me.

      “We’ll manage just fine.”

      I pushed on ahead. “I am sorry I brought her into this, but she helped so much.”

      “Enough, Dana. I told you it was my mistake to send you there. I should have known better. Now, go to your tent. Get some rest.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been sent to my room ~ or in this case, my tent. Arianna really got under my father’s skin.

      Why did he hate her so? What had she done to him?

      In the morning, my father barely spoke two words to me. While the soldiers readied themselves for the march, I went to talk to the gryphon.

      “I need your help,” I said to the beast, walking away through the trees.

      More help?

      “My father is sending me home, but my work here is not done. I need to get to the city of Elothrien. Can you get my friends and me there?”

      The gryphon tilted his beaked head and regarded me for a long moment. His red eyes bored into me, and I was afraid he would say no.

      I am able to do that

      Afterwards, Arianna and Thomas came to see me off.

      “Does the gryphon know what to do?” Arianna asked.

      “Yes, he’ll cooperate.”

      “Dana, please, just be careful.” She leaned in to hug me.

      “I will. You, too.”

      “I don’t understand why your father is so difficult about this,” Thomas said for the umpteenth time. “This complicates matters.”

      “Thomas,” Arianna’s dark eyes bored into him, “Dana has enough to worry about. It will work.”

      He sighed. “I know. It’s just we’ve been through so much. Dana deserves better.”

      My face got all warm and fuzzy at his comment. “Thanks, Thomas.”

      “Just look after yourself, Freckles,” he mumbled.

      “Don’t call me that.” I grinned at him.

      I watched them ride off to join the soldiers until Ash rode up next to me.

      “Are you ready, my Lady?”

      I nodded and turned Lazuli’s head around. She fought me, wanting to follow the other horses, instead, but once Ash rode beside us, she settled down.

      The silvery healing magic spread from my left hand as we rode, healing the plants along the side of the road.

      To keep the gryphon happy, I needed to do more, though, and we veered off the path to ride along some deer trails to have better access to the ailing plants.

      By noon, I had healed more plants than I had generally done in a full day. It did not tire me as much anymore.

      “It will take us over a week to get home like this,” Ash said when we stopped for lunch.

      “There is no rush, now, and I have a duty to the forest. We need to keep the forest and the gryphon happy while our army is marching within its borders.”

      When we continued to ride, I noticed subtle changes within the forest. Changes so small, they would have gone unnoticed, unless you had been waiting for them ~ like I was.

      The afternoon dragged with boredom, and even healing the plants could not distract me from the lulling motion of the horse and the endless green tapestry of the forest.

      Only when dusk settled over the forest, did my blood tingle once more through my veins.

      “We’ll need to camp soon,” Ash broke into the silence of my thoughts.

      “Not yet. It’s still light enough.”

      Ash asked twice more as the forest around us became darker, but each time I asked him to continue.

      Lazuli, infected by nervous energy, began to prance and throw her head.

      “My Lady, is something the matter?”

      “No, Ash, everything is alright. We’re almost there.”

      “Almost there? Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      The night-blooming flowers opened as the light faded further, and they lit our way as we rode on through the dark forest.

      In the distance, I saw the flicker of a flame, and I steered towards it.

      The gryphon, the tips of his wings aglow, awaited us. He inclined his head when we reached him, then led the way after extinguishing his flames.

      “Princess Dana,” Ash whispered behind me, “we’ve been ordered back to Draeguard. Where is the gryphon taking us?”

      I turned in the saddle. “I am sorry, Ash, but I also have a duty to my people. The moonstones call to me, and I know it is me that needs to return them to Draeguard. I need to do this. Please, trust me.”

      Ash ground his jaw, but he nodded. For an hour, we rode in silence and darkness before the gryphon let me know to leave the horses behind.

      I will make sure your animals are safe

      On foot, we walked another half a mile through thick fern and moss-covered rocks, all the while keeping close to the gryphon’s warm body, sheltered beneath his wings to negate the elves’ magic surrounding Elothrien.

      We are here

      I crawled further to look over the ridge to which the gryphon had brought us. Down below in the valley lay Elothrien, its city aglow with lights.

      The lights…I blinked. This was what I had seen in my dreams.

      I knew this place.

      The city of my dreams.
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      “I apologise for the deception, Ash, but you know I couldn’t have gone back home.”

      A small fire crackled between us under a sheltered rock overhang, hidden behind tall ferns. The gryphon had led us to this hideout after I had surveyed the city.

      “I understand, my Lady.” He added some more branches to the fire. “After all we have been through together, you could have trusted me with your plan. I know I have my orders, but I have seen the power you wield and trust you to do right by the people.”

      My throat constricted. “I am sorry, Ash. You are right, of course. Please, forgive me.”

      Ash nodded, his pale hair reflecting orange in the firelight.

      “What do we do now?” he asked.

      “We wait. The gryphon will lead my father to Elothrien by tomorrow. This will hopefully draw the elves out of their city and give us the chance to sneak into Elothrien to steal the stones back.”

      “Bold plan.”

      Ash looked down into the fire as he stoked it, stirring up a flurry of sparks. I could not read his expression, and his neutral tone gave me no hint as to what he thought of our plan.

      “I need you for this, Ash. Can I count on you?”

      He looked up; the blue of his eyes glowing in the light from the fire. His uniform sat askew on his shoulders, and he had dirt on the side of his face.

      “I am yours to command, Princess Dana. Of course, you can count on me.”

      I heard the tiredness now. It resonated with my own.

      “I do not want to command you, Ash. I am asking you as a friend.”

      He blinked, and something shifted within his eyes. “I will be there for you, my Lady.”

      The warmth in his tone melted my heart. “Thank you.”
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      Without the gryphon to warn us, we spent the entire next day making sure we were not discovered by hiding our spoor wherever we went and masking our outline by sticking ferns into our clothing.

      Our proximity to the city meant increased elven traffic, and although the gryphon had chosen an off-track spot for us, we still had to be careful.

      I knew the gryphon would make sure our horses were safe, wherever he had taken them to. We would see them again soon enough.

      From our vantage point on the ridge, we could see a good part of the city. I didn’t know what I had expected it to look like in real life, but it stunned me.

      Tall spires, carved arches, long-span bridges, balconies, and everything covered in evergreen creepers.

      The sun reflected off windows, water fountains, crystal statues, and gold trims, turning the city into a sparkling wonder.

      People went about their daily business; children played in the streets; lovers met for a picnic.

      I could not console the sight before me with the vicious attacks on our own city. Why would these people do that?

      “They have been named the dark elves for a reason, my Lady.”

      “I always thought it was for their appearance,” I sighed, “but it may be for their hearts, after all.”

      As the sun turned towards the afternoon, a deep bell tolled within a tall spire.

      The people in the streets froze for a moment, then hurried along, picking up children along the way. Most disappeared into houses, others carried on running until they were out of sight.

      “It must be the warning bell that an enemy is approaching,” Ash assumed. “They’ll be assembling their army, now.”

      “How long will that take?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Not long. Two, three hours, depending on how many soldiers they are sending out.”

      A calm settled over Elothrien once the bell stopped about half an hour after it began. We continued to watch and worried Ash might have been wrong.

      But then, as evening approached, the marching of many boots echoed through the streets, and we knew the elven army had mobilised.

      “It has begun,” Ash said, clasping the hilt of his sword. “What do we do now?”

      “We must wait for their army to leave the city. We’ll go in under cover of darkness.”

      Ash nodded. We had identified three buildings visible from our ridge that resembled the dome-shaped structure of the room Sorena had held me in. All three of those buildings had an opening in their roof.

      Strangely, although the buildings looked like they could be where the stones were kept, they didn’t feel like the right buildings, and I wanted to get another perspective of the city.

      With the people of Elothrien hiding within their homes, we had some freedom of movement along our ridge. Ash and I walked through the forest, about half a mile towards the west, from where we had a different view of the city.

      We climbed into a tall tree and sat there in stunned silence as we watched the elven army assemble within a massive courtyard in front of Elothrien’s palace.

      Not as large, nor as beautiful, as our palace in Draeguard, the elven castle was nonetheless breathtaking.

      Lit by hundreds of lights, it glowed like a beacon behind the relative darkness of the courtyard.

      The same spires, carved arches, and balconies as in the city graced the palace’s architecture, and creepers wound their way around the building on all sides.

      Green flags, flown from the tops of parapets all around the castle, contrasted starkly with its pale walls.

      “Look.” I nudged Ash with my elbow, then pointed, my magic tingling through my veins.

      “What?”

      “Look to the east wing of the palace. The rooftop. See the structure?”

      I could barely contain myself. Flashes of my dreams came back to me as I looked across at the roof.

      Ash squinted, then nodded. “Oh.”

      “That must be the place. The shape in the roof is identical to where Sorena held me. I bet the stones are there.”

      “I would agree with that. The elven king would want the stones close.”

      “Let’s wait here until the army moves out, and then we’ll go back to fetch our things.”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      I knew little of war or battle, and I wondered if they would engage my father’s army tonight, still.

      “It is quite possible,” Ash said when I asked. “We are on their territory, and they know the land better than anyone. They would have the advantage.”

      I ground my teeth and wished I could warn them. The gryphon would probably know they were coming and let my father know ahead of time.

      Before the moon rose, the elven army moved out. Their rhythmic footfalls echoed across the courtyard and only softened when they reached the soft footing of the forest road.

      “How many do you think they are?” I shuddered once they had all passed.

      Ash shook his head, sighing deeply. “At least a thousand, my Lady.”

      My heart sank. I’d led my father into a trap.

      “Let’s go.” I groaned as I moved, stiff from sitting within the tree for so long.

      Fireflies swarmed around us as we made our way back to our hideout along the ridge. Tiny pinpricks of green, flitting between the trees, adding to the aura of light emitted by the night blossoms.

      I healed the sickly plants as we moved; a gesture now almost second nature to me.

      We found our hidden overhang undisturbed, and Ash gathered our things, ready to move out.

      “Let’s wait a while,” I told him, even though I itched to go. “Give the city some time to settle.”

      Ash nodded, and we crouched beneath some ferns along the ridge, watching as more and more lights winked out in the city below us.

      The moon had long disappeared above the canopy of the trees when the soft yip of a wolf disturbed us.

      Ash drew his sword, but I laid my hand on his. “They’re here.”

      He frowned and held me back when I left the cover of our ferns.

      “It’s alright. Follow me.”

      I whistled softly as I broke cover, and the wolf yipped again.

      “Come,” I told Ash.

      We rounded the overhang where we had spent the night, and like some ghostly apparition, the white wolf trotted through the foliage towards us.

      I whistled again and then knelt to greet him. His rough fur tickled my nose as I buried my face in his neck when I hugged him.

      “Where is Arianna?”

      “I’m here,” she said, stepping out of the darkness.

      “How?” Ash asked.

      “We were part of Dana’s plan with the gryphon. Did she not tell you?”

      I was glad for the darkness as heat rose into my cheeks. Ash reserved his comment.

      “How is my father?” I asked Arianna instead.

      “They have readied themselves. The gryphon came and gave us a sign before he led Thomas and me here.”

      “Ash estimates there are a thousand of them or more. I am worried.”

      “I know, Dana.” Arianna reached out and squeezed my arm. “We will have to be swift. Have you discovered anything?”

      “Yes. The elves have their palace about half a mile from here. There seems to be an altar room much like the one Sorena used back at Aladrien Castle. I…I can feel the stones are there.”

      “Alright, let us go, then.”

      With Ash in the lead, Thomas at my heels, and Arianna bringing up the rear, we headed back along the dark ridge towards the palace.

      Thomas’ easy panting beside me comforted me, and every time I looked down, he wagged his tail. I couldn’t help but smile at him.

      We reached the tree from which we had witnessed the assembly of the army earlier this evening, and we stopped there for a moment to get our bearings.

      “They’ve extinguished most of the palace lights, now,” I told them, “but there to the left, that’s where we must go.”

      “How do we get down there?” Arianna asked.

      Ash pointed. “The ridge is not as steep here, and we’re much lower down. There is a footpath that leads to a waterfall not far from here. If we can climb down there, we can follow the footpath into the city.”

      We began our descent in single file. Once we were in between the trees on the slope, we lost sight of the city.

      Soon, we heard the rushing of the waterfall, and we followed the sound. It was a spring that sprung from a rock formation and plunged several feet into an oval rock pool.

      A path led from the bottom of the pool to the top of the spring, and we had no trouble getting to the footpath.

      “Luck is on our side,” Ash said.

      “Do not speak too soon,” Arianna warned. “We still have far to go.”

      The footpath wound between the pruned trees of a manicured garden and eventually reached a city street lined with houses.

      Most were dark at this hour, and we crept along in the shadows, hiding behind pillars and below balconies at every noise.

      Thomas led now, his superior senses guiding us. His fur would bristle, and his tail stiffen every time his ears picked up a sound.

      The rhythm of my heart was inexplicably linked to his cues, and every time the ruff of his neck stood erect, my heart raced. If he stopped, one paw up and tail pointing backwards, my heart would somersault in my chest.

      We encountered only three elves within the streets of Elothrien, all of which we managed to avoid.

      No wall, but a flat expanse of garden separated the city from the palace all around. Guards patrolled along it at regular intervals.

      “If I were to hazard a guess,” Ash said, “the entrance over there is the one we need to use.”

      We all looked across the garden at the arched doorway within a short sidewall. Recessed from it, another wall rose, leading to the domed room.

      “How do we get in?” I asked.

      “Only one guard can see us from here if we make for that door. I can conceal us while we walk across. It’s not that far.”

      “Didn’t you say the elves noticed your magic? Won’t their sorcerers know we are here if you use it now?”

      “I assume that is how they became aware of our presence, but I can’t be sure,” Arianna said. “It’s only when I intensified my magic that they sent perimeter patrols.”

      “Alright, then we should find a way in without magic,” I suggested.

      We all looked back at the door as if staring would solve our problem.

      A sudden shout from the palace guard made us all jump, and we stared at the white streak flashing across the lawn, guard now in pursuit.

      “Thomas,” I whispered.

      “Come,” Arianna ordered urgently.

      Heart pounding in my chest, I sprinted along with the others across the open area towards the palace.

      We could see neither Thomas nor the guard by the time we reached the door.

      Arianna tried the handle, but the door didn’t budge. Ash stepped forward and dug around in his leather pouch.

      With some swift and skilful moves, Ash manoeuvred his spindly tools within the iron lock of the door. After a satisfactory click, he pushed the oaken doors open.

      Glass lanterns illuminated the corridor in soft light. A long, red carpet covered the flagstones, stretched along the centre of the narrow hall until it reached a set of steps.

      “Where to now?” I asked.

      “Stairs,” Ash suggested.

      We all took another look to our left. The corridor took a turn to the right after about twenty feet, leading to who knew where.

      One door sat recessed in each wall, but both were closed as we stepped into the quiet passage to our right. The carpet muffled our footsteps.

      We reached the stairs and paused there for a moment, listening. Soft sounds filtered through to us ~ the creaking of wood, nighttime birds in the trees outside, the wind.

      Ash motioned for us to follow him, and he led the way up the steps. We kept our backs to the wall and a constant eye behind us.

      The stairs led to a dark foyer with two doors. A crystal sun decorated the one door, while on the other hung a crystal moon.

      “Which one?” Ash asked.

      “The moon,” Arianna and I replied in unison.

      The door proved to be unlocked, and it led to a circular observatory. A mix of star-gazing equipment, from magical to human-made, occupied the room.

      Star charts covered the wall, and unlit candles crowded shelves to our left. Strange symbols were carved into the floor.

      “It’s not here.” I swallowed my disappointment, but the hollowness within my chest welled up again. If I closed my eyes, I could still see flashes of the room from my dreams.

      “It felt so right, though,” Arianna said. “It has to be here.”

      “The sun room, maybe?” Ash suggested.

      The room with the sun on its door revealed similar equipment, but again, not what we were looking for.

      We stood in the dark foyer, contemplating our next move.

      “Let us try the other end of the corridor or even the doors leading off it. If that doesn’t reveal anything, maybe we can go back to your first buildings.”

      I nodded at Arianna’s suggestion, and we moved silently back down the stairs and retraced our steps along the hall.

      Ash peered around the corner at the end of the hall, then motioned us forwards. After the turn, the passage continued for another ten feet, before it split into two.

      The left side led to a set of double doors, richly carved and trimmed in gold. The right side led to an unlit staircase.

      “We need to go down there,” I said, already taking a step towards it.

      Like electricity, the stones’ nearness buzzed through my veins. I trembled, struggling to keep steady on the stairs.

      Ash took a torch from a wall bracket, and he lit our way as we stole through the cold arched tunnel at the end of the stairs.

      It carried on longer than we expected, and had the stones not called me to them, I would have turned around and run.

      Blackness enveloped us from all directions ~ the torch a lonely flicker of light in the abyss.

      Just when we thought it could not get any blacker, an unearthly glow ahead guided us forwards.

      We hurried the rest of the way, until we stepped out into a dome-like room; its ceiling vastly high, with an opening at the top.

      I gasped as the room from my dreams came into sharp focus.

      The stones sat on nests of black velvet on a stone altar in the centre of the room, glowing dimly. I approached them slowly, and their glow brightened.

      “Ah, Princess, I have been waiting for you.”

      We all spun around at the male voice behind us. Arianna didn’t hesitate and aimed a spell in his direction.

      He deflected it with a wave of his hand and then stepped into the light. His black teeth glinted in the stones’ glow.

      With another wave of his hand, Ash and Arianna got flung against the wall and hung there, motionless.

      He turned to me. “Shall we begin?”
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      I retreated across the room; my eyes fixed on the tall, dark-haired elf approaching me with a sickening smirk on his face.

      His long robe swished around his legs as he walked, drawing my eyes to his bare feet.

      “No outsider has come to Elothrien without an invitation in over a century. However did you manage it?”

      My back bumped against the far wall of the altar room; I could retreat no further.

      I dared a quick look across at Arianna and Ash, but they still squirmed helplessly on the spot on the wall where the elven sorcerer had hung them.

      “Come, now,” his voice so soft, “let’s be friends.”

      A creepy tickle, like ants in my shirt, ran up my spine. I shuddered. Whoever he was, he reeked of magic.

      “What do you want?” I could not suppress the tremor in my voice.

      His lips spread thin across his face. “Your help, of course.”

      He waved his left hand, and a force took hold of my body, drawing me forwards.

      I struggled against it, but he only laughed. When I stood beside him, he halted the movement but didn’t let go of his hold over me.

      We stood facing the altar, looking at the stones. The luminescent glow of the stones turned the elf’s pale face into a death mask.

      “The moonstones are remarkable relics of a time when real magic still meant something.”

      He gazed at them and was silent for so long I could do little but squirm within his hold.

      “Most of us have forgotten the power the magical folk possess. The humans carry on with their lives, oblivious we even exist. Why do you think that is?”

      He bent, leaning forward, and I tasted his foul breath as he looked into my eyes.

      He did not wait for me to answer. “It’s because we let them be oblivious. Not because some law prohibits us from revealing our world. No. We have been too scared. We have forgotten our power.”

      An idea of what he was talking about formed in my head. Bile rose in my throat.

      “It is time the magical folk stake their claim. Humans have reigned for far too long. Our time has finally come.”

      My hands curled into fists. I strained against the sorcerer’s hold. Blue sparks sprang from between my fingers.

      “Ah, anger, such a powerful tool,” he cooed.

      I forced my lips open. “I won’t help you.”

      “Oh, but you will.” He cackled. “At first, you were a mere annoyance, but then you revealed your secret. Now, nothing can stop us.”

      My heart hammered frantically behind my ribcage; the blood a dull thud-thud-thud in my ears. My hands tingled with my magic building within them.

      The sorcerer stepped towards the altar, dragging me along with him by whatever magic bound us.

      “I have searched for these my entire life.” He waved a hand caressingly over the stones. “To think the fae had them in their possession…”

      His voice trailed off, and his hand fell by his side.

      I could not remember a time that the moonstones had not belonged to the fae. They were an integral part of who we were.

      “But,” he shook his head, the creepy black grin reappearing on his face, “that is no longer of concern. I shall dispatch a rider to inform your army that I have you. They will retreat, and then they will bring me the rest of the stones if they wish to free you.”

      The heat of my anger was momentarily doused by the icy shiver that travelled down my back. The magic fizzling in my fists wavered as I shook. My knees turned to jelly, and only the sorcerer’s magic held me up.

      I had assumed he wanted my magic ~ for me to help him use the stones, the way Sorena had used me. I saw now my magic interested him little and that there was more power in who I was.

      My father always did what was best for the kingdom, but he would not leave me to my fate with the elves. He would deliver the stones to rescue me, and I would have to stop him.

      I glanced at the opposite wall. Ash had stopped struggling and hung still, suspended awkwardly against the wall, watching me.

      Arianna watched me, too, but her mouth moved ever so slightly, and her fingers performed some kind of dance. I could feel her magic working.

      “No.” I forced my teeth apart. “I am no pawn.”

      The elf cocked his head, chuckling. “I don’t think you fully understand the situation you are in, little fae.”

      My ears burned with the blood that rushed through them. A vein throbbed at my temple, and the magic bubbled up within me.

      “I don’t think you fully understand who I am.” My jaw moved freely now.

      The sorcerer’s face dropped. He lifted his hand, and his magic hold on me tightened. I let my magic take over.

      The stones glowed brighter as I directed my anger at the elf. That moment when he risked a glance from me to the altar, the magic within my hands burned through his hold on me.

      He stumbled back, caught himself, and faced me. I braced myself with one leg back and held out both hands in front of me ~ blue balls of energy hovering around each palm.

      “Let my friends go.”

      “Or what, little princess? Will you kill me?”

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      He sneered. “You don’t have what it takes.”

      I had no time to argue with him. The magic left my hands before I could think about it for too long. Two blue streaks of well-aimed magic zoomed his way.

      His hands shot forward. White disks spread from them. They met the blue half-way and connected with a thunderclap that sent us both stumbling backwards.

      I wheezed as I sucked in my breath, shaking my burning hands. We glared at each other, but I noticed Arianna and Ash hanging a little looser. My magic had weakened his spell on them.

      “You think you can play me, child?” He spat the words.

      My body instinctively reacted as he approached, retreating to the far wall. I willed myself to stop and face him.

      The ringing in my ears abated slowly, just as my magic came back to life within my hands. I moved my hands over and under each other, moulding and working the magic.

      The elf’s lips turned down in the corners, and he took another step forward. He moved both his hands in an outward circular motion, then brought them together in a clap.

      The force of his magic flung me against the wall, driving all the air out of my lungs. Sharp heat flared at the back of my head as it connected with the solid stones.

      I gasped, bracing myself against the wall, fighting the bright flashes in front of my eyes.

      From far away, the elf laughed. He spoke, but the words made no sense. Cool air flowed back into my chest. My vision steadied.

      With his black teeth bared, the sorcerer waved his arms again ~ the same motion. I saw the hands come together in a clap.

      My body was still in shock from the pain of the last spell, and when my ears heard the clap, I threw my arms up in front of my face to protect myself. It was a knee-jerk reaction.

      The spell hit me, but I was already pressed against the wall. This time, though, I handled the pressure, and even as I wondered about it, I saw the spell ricochet off my crossed arms and hit the elf square in the face.

      He stumbled back, blood streaming from his nose. With a snarl, he ran his sleeve across his face, smearing blood over his right cheek.

      “Enough,” he yelled and held out his left arm, pretending to grab something with his hand.

      My throat constricted as his hand squeezed. He pulled me in closer. My mouth opened and closed, but I couldn’t breathe.

      He stopped me when I was right in front of him. My vision dimmed as I ran out of oxygen in my lungs.

      The sorcerer screamed, and he released his hold on me. I dropped to the ground, gasping for breath.

      In front of me, the elf writhed on the flagstones, a white wolf attached to a bleeding bare foot.

      Cries and growls filled the room as I struggled to my feet. Arianna and Ash dropped from their hold on the wall.

      Thomas yelped shrilly as the sorcerer hit him with a spell. The wolf sailed across the room, smacking into the altar.

      Arianna lashed out, sending her own spell at the still prone sorcerer. He blocked it and scrambled to his feet.

      Ash drew his sword, but I stepped in front of him. “Help Thomas,” I hissed.

      Side by side with Arianna, we faced the sorcerer. He moved towards the stones, and we cut him off.

      Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Ash drag Thomas out of the room. At least, they’d be safe.

      Arianna muttered under her breath as she paced slowly sideways. I followed her movements, keeping my eyes on the grimacing elf.

      The sorcerer moved his hands, reaching for us. Cold pressure touched me on my arms and throat but then released me immediately.

      The elf groaned, and Arianna faltered for a moment.

      My heart raced as Arianna’s mumbling made sense. I didn’t wait for the sorcerer to recover from Arianna’s spell.

      A ball of moon magic hit him in the stomach, sending him sprawling backwards into a wall.

      Arianna and I advanced. Her incantation became louder, more focussed.

      Still crumpled in a heap, the elf shot out a hand. Arianna screamed and fell to the floor.

      “Arianna.” I knelt next to her, flinging two quick shots at the elf.

      “Get him,” she whispered. “Use your power.”

      I shuddered as the memory of killing stirred within me. It roused its ugly head, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I had tried so hard to forget it, to suppress it. Now, I needed it. My lips turned down in the corners at the bitter taste in my mouth.

      The elf had regained his footing and stood tall above us, sneering down at us; the maniacal glint in his eyes enhanced by the blood on his face.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he hissed and twisted his hands.

      My body went stiff; my arms pressed to my sides.

      “Too bad,” I hissed back and let my magic flow through me ~ powerful, magnificent, deadly.

      A shockwave of blue burst from me, breaking his spell. He staggered back, and I fired several shots in rapid succession at his chest.

      He blocked me, arms crossed, but it drove him back until he smacked into the wall.

      I advanced, forming a ball of energy between my hands. It sizzled with power, and electric blue sparks flew off it.

      My nostrils flared at the metallic scent of the magic, and my body tingled with its power.

      The elf reeled, pushed himself off from the wall, and held a hand out in front of him.

      I didn’t wait for his magic but unleashed mine. It sailed across the space between us as if in slow motion.

      His face turned from sneering to wide-eyed. All blood drained from his face as he saw it coming. He put both his arms out in front of him, and then he screamed.

      When it hit him, I staggered back; the ringing competing with the pain within my ears.

      Arianna clapped her hands over her ears, and she cowered on the flagstones, riding out the swirling storm the magic had unleashed within the room.

      I fought my way to her and helped her to her feet. Squinting across, we saw the sorcerer lying crumpled against the far wall, with one arm reaching for us.

      Our hair stung our eyes as we crossed the room to the altar; the wind swirling around us.

      The stones sat unaffected within their nests of velvet. We needed to take them. Now, was our chance. I reached out to take one, when searing heat shot up my back, bringing me to my knees.

      Arianna knelt beside me, writhing in pain.

      A mask of pure hatred on his face, the sorcerer stood behind us, a flaming whip flying through the air.

      I screamed as the burning repeated. And again. My hands balled into fists, but my magic fizzled out every time the elf lashed us again.

      His fire whip curled around my shoulder, searing the tender skin by my collar bone. The smell of burning flesh turned my stomach.

      Most of my shirt flayed off, and his lashes always hit skin. Our screams rang loudly within the altar room.

      How could he be so powerful? No-one had survived my magic before. I shook as my body burned, but I willed myself to think.

      If I could not attack, at least I needed to protect myself. The magic would not respond to me to form the energy balls, but as another lash crossed my back, I let the magic flow through my body.

      Before the elf could hit us again, I threw myself over Arianna. The sorcerer laughed and put extra power behind his next hit, smacking me low across the kidneys.

      My magic glowed blue as his magic fire whip connected. It ricocheted off me, curled around, and slashed the elf across his face. Blood splattered all around him.

      Arianna grabbed me and hauled me to my feet. The wind within the room abated as she dragged me to the door.

      “No, the stones.” I struggled, weak, in her grip.

      The sorcerer screamed behind us, raging. The door slammed shut before we reached it.

      Trapped, we turned around, and Arianna sent a spell towards the elf. I ground my teeth, forcing magic to my hands.

      Red blood gushed over the elf’s black lips, and his snarl exposed his razor teeth. My hands shook, and I raised them before me, the blue glow distorting the vision of him.

      The sorcerer flicked his wrists in quick succession, and his magic sent stabbing pains into my stomach. I flung two balls of energy at him before I doubled over, but he only laughed.

      Arianna crouched beside me, panting in pain. I looked longingly once more at the stones. I could not leave here without them, but then I looked back at the pain on Arianna’s face, and my heart bled.

      The elf screamed in rage as I heaved Arianna and myself to our feet. With my last strength, I shot two rapid fires at his face, then a single blast at the locked door.

      The door exploded into fragments, and we stumbled through it, then hurtled up the stairs and along the corridor.

      We reached the outside door and didn’t care who was on the other side. We bolted into the open, gasping at the fresh air.

      “Oh, thank the Goddess,” Ash greeted us as we burst out. “Come.”

      We ran across the lawn towards Thomas waiting beneath a tree on the other side, his tail wagging excitedly.

      “Is he alright?” I asked, running my hands over Thomas’ light fur.

      “Bruised, but he will be fine,” Ash replied. “How about you?”

      Arianna and I looked at each other. We’d assess our injuries later. Right now, we had to get out of here.

      “We’ll make it. We need to go. He might still come after us.”

      Ash heard the urgency in my voice and took the lead with Thomas, with me bringing up the rear.

      Almost a block away from the castle, I hung back and then slipped around a corner. Quickly, I ran down a shadowy alley and zigzagged along the streets back towards the castle.

      I had to get the stones, but I would not let Arianna suffer for it, anymore. This was my responsibility now.

      When I reached the wide lawn that separated the castle from the rest of the city, my heart sank. The place swarmed with guards. All the lights were lit, and the sorcerer paced along the parapet, talking animatedly with someone I didn’t recognise.

      “What do you think you are doing?”

      I jumped at Arianna’s angry voice.

      “I can’t leave without the stones.”

      She grabbed me by my arm, digging painfully into one of my burns. “We tried, Dana. We need to go now.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      Ash and Arianna took me between them, while Thomas whined at me. I struggled, but the futility of it eventually sunk in.

      Now, that my adrenaline abated, my back burned even more, and the open skin tore a little further if I made any fast movements. I tried to walk gingerly, but sometimes we had to hide suddenly.

      I tried to concentrate on something else. We needed to get back to my father. They would be engaged in battle, now ~ outnumbered and on the elves’ territory.

      The dark city sheltered us all the way to the pretty footpath and the waterfall. Climbing the embankment took all my willpower as the tears in my back burned red hot.

      We passed our hiding place to collect our bags, and Thomas took the opportunity to shift, dressing in the clothes from his own bag.

      When we carried on, Ash supported Arianna as we walked, and Thomas draped my left arm around his shoulder.

      “The gryphon said nothing would stop us from leaving,” Arianna said, her voice hoarse. “The magic only prevents people from entering. Thomas will be able to show us the way to where the gryphon hid our horses.”

      I thought the trail would never end. My eyes fluttered, closing involuntarily. I stumbled, and Thomas held me up, urging me on.

      “We’re here, Dana. See? There are the horses.”

      I forced my tired eyes open. The horses dozed peacefully in a small clearing within the trees.

      They looked up as we stepped into the open, and Lapis Lazuli nickered when she recognised me.

      I patted her nose but did not have the energy for more. I needed to rest, even for just a little while.

      “I knew I would find you, Princess.”

      Thomas and Ash drew their weapons. An elf stepped into the clearing, wearing a black coat.

      His voice sent a shiver down my back as I recognised it. A voice from the past. The first time I had used my magic to kill. Darven.

      “Haven’t I killed you already?”
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      “You didn’t do a good job,” Darven sneered.

      Ash circled the elf with his sword. Thomas approached with his knife ready in hand.

      Two assassin’s blades slid from the elf’s sleeves, and he crouched, pulling his lips into a flat line.

      The hairs on the back of my neck tingled at the threat, awakening the magic within me.

      I could take no more today. This elf had hunted me enough in the past ~ he would not stop me from getting to my father.

      The moon magic surged up within me. It burst forth from my hands in a rush of blue, flinging the elf across the clearing.

      The horses bolted, even as the elf thudded against a tree. His limp form crumpled at its base and moved no more.

      My vision swam, and my legs gave out under me.

      Thomas caught me as I went down.

      “I’ve got you.”

      I grabbed his arm and steadied myself.

      “No, I’m fine. Let’s get out of here.”

      Arianna came to take his place by my side as the guys went to search for the horses.

      The moment Thomas was gone, I retched, my body shaking with the aftereffects of the magic.

      “How can something make me feel so good and so terrible at the same time?”

      “Because you are a good person, Dana. Killing is not in your nature. No matter how good the power feels, the act sickens you.”

      “Sometimes, I am not so sure,” I whispered.

      Arianna gently held me. “You are strong.”

      We shivered in the fresh night air as we waited for the horses to return. We couldn’t put our coats on, as our backs were still too tender.

      Snapping branches in the dark forest around us set our hearts to racing, but then Lazuli’s white face broke through the foliage, and the rest of the horses followed.

      When Thomas finally helped me into the saddle, one of the lashes split open. I hissed at the searing heat that stabbed through my back but ground my teeth and said nothing.

      Thomas led the way, first riding in the general direction of where we thought the armies had met and then followed the trail of hundreds of hooves leading towards Elothrien.

      “These are really fresh,” Thomas said. “Not even a few hours old. Where were all these deer going?”

      A few miles further on, the orange glow of fire illuminated the forest. The clang of steel on steel rang through the trees. Men screamed, horses neighed, and a cacophony of other sounds drifted over to us.

      We urged our horses to greater speed; my heart keeping pace with my horse’s hooves.

      Outnumbered two to one, in unfamiliar territory, I feared the worst for my father and his men.

      We broke through the trees onto a wide forest road. Our horses baulked at the sight before them, and we tried to settle them, even as we stared.

      A few elves still resisted, fighting to the last. They found themselves surrounded by not only my father’s men but a variety of forest creatures, wielding antlers or claws. Black bears, grey wolves, brown deer, and an assortment of ferocious smaller critters, such as otters and badgers.

      Most other elves had fled or knelt tied by the side, with the gryphon watching over them.

      Parts of the forest around us burned, but already soldiers beat the areas with blankets. We avoided the heat of the fires as we rode forwards, for it burned our lesions from the fire whip.

      Arianna swayed in the saddle, and Thomas reached out across the space between their horses to steady her. Even I struggled not to give in to my fatigue now that we had reached my father.

      I blinked, forcing my eyes to stay open. Several deer sprang past me to cut off the escape of two elves. Some arrows whistled high above our heads.

      The red glow of the fires lessened as we watched the fight come to an end. The elves had been beaten into submission, and the fires had been tamped out.

      The forest around us laid trampled and broken, charred in places. The elves who had been captured stared at us with lifted chins and narrowed eyes.

      Dirty, and with blood smeared across his breastplate, the king rode up to us through the battlefield.

      “Dana, faeling, what happened to you?”

      Ash rode up beside me and took my arm. My world stopped spinning.

      “My Lord,” Ash said, “Miss Dana tried to retrieve the stones while you were engaged in battle, but a sorcerer is guarding the place where they are kept.”

      My father’s face changed colour. White, then red, then pale again. He looked at Arianna.

      “You allowed this?”

      Tired as she was, she lifted her chin as she replied. “Nothing can stop her once her mind is made. I went along to make sure she was safe.”

      “Safe?” my father spat. “Can you not see what she looks like?”

      “I can speak for myself, Father.”

      He rounded on me, his lower lip quivering and his blue eyes cold as ice.

      “Then, speak.”

      My eyes blinked rapidly as I tried to suppress the tears pooling there. I’d rather face the sorcerer again, than my father’s wrath.

      “I thought I could help, but he is too powerful. He is not like the other one at all. I failed. I’m sorry.”

      Arianna looked at me. “No, child, you dealt him a blow he will not forget.”

      “Be silent, witch,” my father yelled.

      Arianna hissed at him, and he flinched back. If I had the energy, I would have laughed.

      Thomas took Arianna’s horse’s reins and steered them away from us, leaving Ash and me alone with my father.

      “We have the elves beaten,” he said. “They’ll be on the defensive, now. If we ride to Elothrien, could we retrieve the stones?”

      Ash shook his head, looking at me. “Their main army might be beaten, for now, my Lord, but they’ll not relinquish the stones that easily. Even if the sorcerer has not moved the stones already, if your daughter were to face him now, he might very well kill her.”

      The blood drained from my father’s face. It took no more than Ash’s words to make my father’s mind. He gave his orders, and within a few hours, we were on our way home.

      Before you leave, I give you this

      The gryphon sidled up to me as we rode along the path. He bent his head and plucked a feather from his left wing.

      May it bind us in loyalty, and remind you of your duty
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      “How does it feel now?” Arianna asked.

      “So much better.” I sighed. “Your creams work miracles.”

      She laughed. “It’s nothing the fae don’t know. Simple herbal medicine. If it weren’t for the fact that the elf inflicted these injuries with his dark magic, they would have healed days ago.”

      Arianna removed the last bandage off my back and then pulled down my shirt. I had done the same for her, but her injuries had not been as severe as mine.

      “Do you really have to leave?”

      “You know that if it weren’t for your injuries, your father would have made me leave already. Besides, you know we are not welcome here.”

      Of course, I knew, but it made no sense. Thomas and Arianna had saved my life, and they had played a big part in trying to retrieve the stones for our kingdom.

      Since our return to Draeguard, there had already been one more attack on the palace with dark magic, and Arianna and Thomas had declared themselves willing to continue helping us.

      The fae may have beaten the dark elves on their turf, but we knew they would rally, and with the stones still in their possession, they would keep attacking.

      My father was already making plans to strike first, to forestall the elves’ plans. This time, of course, without me.

      I told my father the dark elves meant to use the stones to make themselves lords over the humans.

      “That is preposterous,” he said. “The stones cannot be used like that. They don’t have power over humans in that way.”

      He frowned as if he was trying to remember something.

      “Whatever they have planned, Dana, I can guarantee you, that sorcerer told you this story only to mislead you.” He shook his head. “Why he would deceive you, though, is beyond me, unless he knew you would escape.”

      The thought sent shivers through my body.

      “You weren’t there, Father,” I whispered. “He would have killed us. There was no way he was going to let us escape. You saw our injuries. Even with the power of my magic, and Arianna’s help, we barely made it out of there.”

      My father’s face softened, and he took me into his arms.

      So much had happened in these last two months. Bad dreams plagued me at night and restlessness during the day.

      It had been a week since our return, and although I enjoyed my time at the palace with Arianna and Thomas, I dreaded that it would end.

      Once our bandages were removed and we were dressed again, Arianna and I went down to the gardens to meet with Thomas.

      Even though my father insisted Arianna hide her identity within the palace, the gardens had become a daily ritual that each of us enjoyed.

      “How are your injuries?” Thomas asked as he did every morning.

      “The worst is over, and they will heal without scarring,” Arianna replied; the smile on her face not reaching her eyes.

      “I guess it’s almost time for us to leave, then.” Thomas looked down at his hands as we walked along the gravel path between the roses.

      “I wish you could stay,” I said, not for the first time.

      Arianna stopped to admire one of the tricoloured roses, feeling its velvety texture. I knew she did so on purpose, giving Thomas and me space to talk alone. It sent the blood rushing to my cheeks.

      “Your father told me the city would be open for me to visit anytime,” Thomas said. “He thanked me for my service.”

      “Oh.” My heart hammered in my chest. “When did he speak to you?”

      “He called me to his office last night after dinner. I guess he is grateful that he got his little faeling back in one piece.”

      “Hey,” I elbowed him in the ribs, “that’s not your word to use.”

      He laughed. “Alright, Freckles.”

      Our hands brushed as they swung loosely by our sides. Heat shot back up into my cheeks when Thomas caught my little finger with his hand and held on to it.

      We walked like that for a few steps, before he took more of my hand into his. His skin was warm, and my hand tingled where it touched his.

      My heart yearned for him to hold on, and my brain screamed at me to let go.

      “Thomas,” I hesitated, looking down at the rose-quartz pebbles, listening to them crunch beneath our feet.

      Thomas squeezed my hand, looking at me.

      “Thomas, we are cousins.”

      “It doesn’t change how I feel.”

      My heart bolted. I thought if he had not held on to my hand, I would have bolted, too.

      My face glowed as blood flooded it, and I looked back at the pebbles, trying to hide it.

      Thomas laughed. “You are adorable when you blush.”

      I freed my hand from his and tucked my hands into the pockets of my dress.

      “As much as I wish it were possible, now would not be the time for it.”

      “So, you say you want it, too, then?”

      I blushed anew. “Thomas.”

      “Alright.” He laughed and held up his hands. “Now is not the time.”

      I changed the subject. “What will you do when you get home?”

      He shrugged. “Wait for your father to let us know he needs us again.”

      “I doubt he will let any of us help next time around. After he saw my injuries up close and heard most of the details, he wants me to have nothing more to do with any of it.”

      “Which is understandable.”

      I tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear and looked at Thomas out of the corner of my eye. “So, you would trust the fae mages to find their way into Raven Hall, fight the dark elves’ sorcerers, and retrieve our stones?”

      Thomas crossed his arms over his chest. “I didn’t say that. It’s just that I understand your father for wanting to keep you out of harm’s way.”

      I resigned myself to the fact that no matter which way I turned the conversation, I would not be able to steer Thomas off his path today.

      “Arianna,” I called her over, “even if my father does not want me to be part of taking back the stones from the elves, I still have a promise to fulfil. Would you and Thomas accompany me when the time comes to visit the gryphon?”

      Thomas’ face lit up.

      Arianna smiled. “Of course, we wouldn’t miss it.”

      The rose path came full circle, and we stepped from the rose-quartz pebbles onto the polished marble tiles of the clematis-covered pavilion. The blue flowers filtered the light, giving our skins a pale hue as we walked through.

      “Princess Dana,” a servant approached us once we reentered the palace, “you and your guests have been asked to dinner with the king this evening. Please be in the Crystal Lounge at six.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, frowning after the servant as he left.

      “What do you think it means?” Thomas asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      My father refused to dine with Arianna ever since she had arrived at the palace. They had not seen each other, nor had they spoken.

      Some days, I would eat with my father; other days, I would eat with Thomas and Arianna.

      An invitation for all of us to dine together raised the hairs at the back of my neck. It could only mean he planned to send them home.

      “At least, I have been given a gown for such an event.” Arianna laughed, and twirled theatrically, pretending to be wearing it, now.

      Thomas and Arianna had been given clothes suitable for court for their stay at the palace ~ a fact we had laughed about for days.

      We could speculate as to my father’s intentions, but we would not know for certain until this evening, so we contented ourselves with visiting the library until it was time.

      Thomas looked handsome in a black suit with silver trim, and Arianna wore a flaring green gown, with gossamer overlays and silk flowers. She could easily have passed for fae if you had looked at her quickly.

      The Crystal Lounge was one of the smaller dining halls meant for a more intimate dining experience. The frosted glass and silver table seated no more than eight guests.

      One crystal chandelier hung in the centre of the room above the table, spreading its fractured light in rainbow colours across the room.

      A hundred candles, all in crystal holders, lent warmth to the room with their flickering light, which was why I had always loved this dining hall.

      Vases filled with Jasmine ~ my favourite ~ confirmed my suspicion that my father had bad news and wanted to ensure I was in a good mood to receive it.

      He sat at the head of the table, looking more uncomfortable than any king had a right to look.

      The aromas of our dishes wafted through the hall as they were served, but the more I watched my father, the less of an appetite I had.

      The bit of small talk between us eventually dried up, and by the time they took our dessert plates away, we sat in silence.

      I could take it no longer.

      “What is on your mind, Father?”

      He cleared his throat, dabbed his lips with his napkin, and then set it on the table.

      “It is time for your friends to leave.”

      He came right to the point. I had expected it, but it was still like a dagger to the heart.

      “Although I appreciate everything you have done for Dana,” he looked at Thomas, and very briefly at Arianna, “it is time for her to resume her duties here, which she has neglected since you have been here.”

      My mouth dropped open before I could stop myself. Neglected my duties?

      “Father.” I stood, nearly pushing the chair over.

      “You need some routine back in your life, Dana.”

      “I need the stones back in my life.” I tried to keep my voice calm.

      “We all do, but you need some distance now. This isn’t good for you.”

      Arianna bumped into the table with her elbow, making her glass spill a bit. She tried to hide it, but I noticed the flush on her face.

      My father’s face pinched, and his hands balled into fists.

      I narrowed my eyes. “What is this really about?”

      Arianna rose from her chair. “Coran, Dana needs training in the moon magic. You cannot abandon her to the mages. They know nothing.”

      My eyes widened. I had never heard Arianna address my father, especially not by his first name.

      His face grew dark, his knuckles white. “That is for me to decide.”

      “Is it?” Arianna spat back. “When last did you make a decision that was good for your daughter?”

      “At least I didn’t send her to duel to the death with a sorcerer,” my father yelled.

      “You don’t even know what she is capable of. You have no idea who she is, who she has become.”

      My father’s nostrils flared in a face flushed purple. Arianna continued, mercilessly.

      “All you see are the secrets you want to keep hidden. A world so carefully crafted even you believe it. What if it was time for that world to come crumbling down?”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Coran hissed.

      “Dare what?” I had to know.

      Arianna’s face turned to me. My father darted from behind his chair, sprinting towards her.

      Too late. She opened her mouth to speak.

      “I am your mother, Dana.”
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      The massive marble pillars flashed past me in a blur. All the colours of the palace mixed in a rainbow streak as we sprinted by.

      The thudding of our footfalls kept pace with the racing of my heart, and I could hear Thomas’ breaths right behind me.

      We hurtled through the palace entrance, startling the guards, and ran on down the broad steps. The wind rushed through the trees, sounding like the blood rushing in my ears.

      As the tears flowed from my eyes, the world around me faded. Our running feet brought the city ever closer, but all I saw were washed-out lights.

      A tightness in my chest settled, and the memory of what just happened within the crystal lounge over dinner resurfaced.

      Arianna was my mother. What had happened in those moments after she told me? My mind thought back, even as my feet hurtled along.

      

      Time froze in those moments after. I stood there, eyes closed, protecting myself.

      “Dana.”

      My heart jumped. My eyes flew open.

      “Don’t speak,” I hissed at my father. “You have no right to speak to me.”

      “Please, let us explain.”

      Blood rushed in my ears and coloured my cheeks. My heart resumed its erratic tempo as I glared at my father standing awkwardly beside Arianna.

      Traitors, both of them.

      The memory of my mother’s youthful face floated before me, and my eyes filled with tears. How could they dishonour her like this?

      For over sixteen years, I had believed my mother died during childbirth ~ that I had been the reason she died.

      I treasured every memento I had of hers and often walked around the palace looking at her portraits.

      For sixteen years, they had let me love a woman who was not my mother. I looked back up at the pair of traitors in front of me.

      My top lip curled into a sneer. How could my father call himself a king when he deceived his own daughter like this?

      My hands shook, hard, and I grasped the back of the chair in front of me in a white-knuckle grip.

      Not only did this mean that my father had cheated on his wife, but he had also broken the law by fathering a child with a woman of a different race.

      The room tilted dangerously around me, and I held on tighter to the chair. Thomas took me by the shoulders, but I shrugged him off.

      What did this make me? An abomination? Half fae and half what? I still didn’t know what Arianna was ~ only that she was ‘more than a witch’. Darkfae!

      I reeled, black crowding in on my vision, and Thomas reached out to me again. This time, I let him.

      His warm hand on my arm steadied me. I looked into his face, and his amber eyes looked back ~ open, clear, warm.

      He had nothing to do with this, and I had no reason to be mad with him. My heartbeat slowed, and my thoughts cleared.

      I turned back to my parents. “I can’t speak to you now.”

      

      A sharp pull on my arm brought me back to the present.

      “Watch out,” Thomas shouted.

      He wrapped his arms around me and shielded me from the horse and rider coming around a street corner which we’d almost run into.

      My lungs burned with the exertion of running, and I leaned into Thomas’ chest, letting my tears dry on his suit jacket.

      “Dana,” he said gently, “where are we going?”

      Since Arianna and Thomas had come to Draeguard, we’d hidden them within the palace. My father considered it too risky to introduce them to the people.

      Now, I didn’t care. I needed the escape, and there was only one place to go within the city I felt completely safe.

      “You’ll see,” I said, taking him by the hand.

      The sun had not set, yet, even though it was after eight in the evening. I loved summer. Most of the fae folk were closing their shops for the evening or had already gone home.

      We reached the Tulip District of the city, and I followed the well-known streets to my best friend’s house. I had not seen her since we came back, and she had only heard from me via a note.

      “Wait here,” I whispered to Thomas.

      He stood pressed against a hedge while I climbed over into a garden and then rapped lightly against a window ~ as I had done before.

      “Dana.” Alyssa stuck her head out of the window, grinning. “What trouble are you in, now?”

      “Shh,” I shushed her and inclined my head towards Thomas.

      “Oh.” Her eyes went wide, and she stared at him, open-mouthed, for a moment too long. “Come in.”

      We clambered through the window, taking off our shoes so we wouldn’t track dirt from the garden all over her colourful carpet.

      “Hello, I’m Alyssa.” She giggled. “I guess you must be Thomas.”

      “I am,” he said, his voice low, warm, soft ~ I thought Alyssa might faint. “But, we’re not here for me.”

      Thomas shuffled closer and draped an arm around my shoulder. The right side of my mouth pulled into a smile, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      “Oh, Dana, you’ve been crying,” Alyssa said now that she tore her eyes off Thomas. “What happened?”

      “My mother is not really my mother, and I’m not really a fae.”

      Alyssa’s face dropped, then she recovered herself.

      “What? No, Dana, that can’t be right. Come, sit down, and then you can tell me everything.”

      Alyssa’s best-friend-mode engaged, and she released me from Thomas’ hold to guide me to her bed, where we sat side by side, tissue box in hand.

      Now that I had voiced the betrayal, more tears spilt. They burst forth, and I buried my face in Alyssa’s shoulder.

      “Shh, shh, shh.”

      She rocked me. Stroked my hair.

      In a whispered voice, she asked Thomas, “What happened?”

      “After dinner today, Arianna declared that she’s Dana’s mother, and King Coran confirmed it.”

      The rocking stopped. Alyssa held me tight. Very tight.

      “How could they do that to her?” she forced out between clenched teeth.

      I couldn’t hear Thomas’ reply. I needed to breathe. I wriggled out of Alyssa’s chokehold, smoothed down my hair, and looked at them.

      “Arianna thought it was time I learned the truth,” I said.

      “The truth?” Alyssa rounded on me. “What kind of truth is that? What else did they say? Did they explain?”

      “Dana didn’t give them a chance to,” Thomas said.

      “What?”

      “I was…am…too upset. I couldn’t talk to them,” I defended myself.

      Alyssa picked up my hand and stroked it. “What about this thing about not being fae? That’s ludicrous.”

      I sighed. “Arianna isn’t fae, so that makes me a half-breed. A darkfae.”

      Alyssa frowned and looked at Thomas. I had no idea what she was thinking, but an icy shudder suddenly trailed down my spine.

      “Darkfae,” I whispered, pulling back my hand from Alyssa.

      Thomas was instantly by my side. “What is it?”

      “It’s what the elders have been afraid of.” All blood drained from my face. “Only a darkfae can wield the moon magic. The prophecy is true.”

      “Dana, look at me.” Thomas took my chin between his fingers and turned my face towards him. “You are still you. Nothing has changed.”

      “What if they are right? What if I will become one of those rulers that brings unrest to her nation? What if I cannot control it, and I doom us all?”

      “Thomas, what is she talking about?” The tremble in Alyssa’s voice made me look at her. She had paled, and her eyes flitted left and right between mine.

      “I’m sorry, Ali,” I said as calmly as I could. “This power is strong, and sometimes it is a bit difficult to handle. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “I don’t believe you, but thanks for trying,” Alyssa said, a brave smile on her face. “Rather tell me now, then maybe I can be of better help.”

      I shook my head, but Thomas put his hand on my shoulder. When I looked at him, he nodded.

      “In history, moon magic was used by infamous rulers to come into power or to gain control over their most secret desires. In almost all instances, it was to the detriment of their subjects.”

      Alyssa pulled a face; her brows furrowing, and her lips pulling askew. “What does that have to do with you?”

      My chest heaved as I took a deep breath. “It was the magic that made them go insane. Once you taste its power, you want to use it again, and again, and again.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me when you first showed me the magic?”

      I looked down at my hands. My lips remained shut, no matter how much I wanted to answer her.

      Thomas cleared his throat. “This ‘power’ only manifests when she uses the magic to kill. Dana has saved my life several times. We have her to thank that we managed to get out of that forest alive.”

      “Oh, Dana,” Alyssa threw her arms around me once more, “I can’t imagine the things you must have gone through.”

      “She will be fine,” Thomas said. “Dana is strong. I have seen her deal with this magic for weeks. What she needs, now, is more training.”

      “Training? From where?” Alyssa let go and looked up at Thomas, as did I.

      “From Arianna.”

      “What?” Alyssa and I said together.

      “I know you don’t feel like it right now, but Arianna is the best teacher for you,” Thomas reasoned. I could have throttled him. “She can now help you understand where your powers come from.”

      “She could have done so already,” I snapped. “It’s not like she only just found out she’s my mother.”

      Thomas and I glared at each other.

      Alyssa rose to her feet and paced the room.

      “How is this even possible?” she asked into the silence.

      “How is what possible?” Thomas asked. I glared.

      “How can Arianna possibly be your mother?”

      Alyssa stopped pacing, and we all stared at each other.

      “Thomas?” Maybe he had answers.

      He shrugged. “I was two when I came to Arianna, which would have been around the same time you were born. I don’t remember anything from that time.”

      “You have to go back, Dana.” Alyssa rounded on me. “You have to speak to them to find out what happened.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and walked to the window. The streetlights had come on, even though it was still light outside.

      My stomach churned at the idea of confronting my father and Arianna. I could not get myself to thinking of them as my parents. That thought sent ripples of nausea through me.

      No wonder I had trust issues ~ I had been deceived all my life. My father had lied to me every single day since I was born.

      “Dana,” Alyssa’s voice softened, “I can imagine that this is hard, but I agree with Thomas.”

      I shot her a venomous look.

      “Arianna is the most qualified person to teach you right now, so you need to go back and talk to them. Please, we only want what’s best for you.”

      I rolled my eyes, but it was only so no more tears would spill from them. My breath shuddered in my chest.

      “I do want to know,” I admitted. “I just don’t know if I can face them.”

      “You won’t be alone,” Thomas said.

      I nodded.

      Alyssa smiled, and I reached out to take her hand.

      A low rumble froze the three of us to the spot. The window rattled. The ground vibrated beneath our feet.

      “Another attack?” Thomas asked.

      “Is that an attack?” Alyssa asked at the same time, her voice as shaky as the ground.

      “It must be bad if we can feel it this strong all the way here.” My blood ran cold at the realisation.

      We stared at each other a moment longer.

      “Well, then go,” Alyssa yelled. “Get going, go.”

      We hurried to get our shoes on, and Thomas helped me to clamber back out of the window in my dress.

      My long dress swished around my legs as I ran, hindering me, and I hoisted it up, keeping pace with Thomas, as I wondered how I had run so fast earlier.

      The guards saw us approach the outer gate to the palace and denied us entry.

      “The palace is under attack. You cannot go in there.”

      “Let. Us. Pass.”

      The guards stepped aside, and only once we were through, did I see the blue glow all along my arms.

      It tingled, fizzling along my skin like lightning. I couldn’t control it ~ my body instinctively reacted to the dark magic attacking the palace.

      The stairs, when we took them two at a time, shook beneath our feet. One of the massive gilded doors of the palace entrance came crashing down as we dashed through it.

      All loose items had been removed from the palace walls because of the attacks, yet we still ducked chunks of marble, plaster chips, and wood splinters.

      Servants hurried around with a purpose, not with the headless abandonment of duties of the first few attacks.

      “Through here,” I yelled over the rumble, pulling Thomas towards the gardens.

      It was safest there ~ no roof, no walls ~ and my father had said to meet there if we were ever again separated during an attack.

      We stumbled out through the broken archway, and a pair of servants stood on the main path of the gardens, directing us onwards.

      As we ran, others joined us ~ nobles, elders, servants. Those in charge guided us towards the central pavilion, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw my father’s regal figure standing on its steps.

      “Faeling.”

      My father reached for me, but I sidestepped him. I wasn’t ready for a hug. Not yet.

      “We came as soon as we heard.”

      “Come,” he said and steered Thomas and me around the back of the pavilion to the private lawn behind it.

      Arianna, draped in a shawl, rose from her seat when she saw us. Thomas hurried to her, and they hugged. I ground my teeth.

      She reached out her hand to me, but I pulled away.

      “We’ve been so worried,” she said, instead.

      A section of the roof collapsed over the nursery building, and we coughed in the dust it created.

      “It is getting stronger.” The dust had settled in the creases of my father’s skin, making him look years older. “We must stop this madness.”

      “It is the new sorcerer.” Bile rose to my throat at the memory of the elf. “His magic is so much more powerful. It is when he uses the moonstones that the attacks on the palace are this devastating.”

      Arianna nodded. She had fought the sorcerer, too, and knew his strength.

      “We can wait no longer,” the king said. “We have to go back to Elothrien, and not just next month. We cannot give the elves’ time to reassemble.”

      He paced in front of us, hands clasped behind his back. No matter how mad I was at him, I didn’t wish this upon him.

      “Dana,” he finally stopped and looked at me, “you need to tell the mages everything you know about Raven Hall. And, about the sorcerer. I need to be able to rely on them.”

      “No, Father, I’m coming with you.” I stepped forward, my voice high, pleading.

      He shook his head. “I will not let you put yourself in danger like that again.”

      I glared at him.

      “Instead,” he said quietly, “you will leave with Thomas and Arianna, and learn from them as much as you can.”
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      The knocking of hammers filled the air as Thomas and I waited within the ante-chamber to my father’s office the next morning.

      Luckily, the dust in here wasn’t as thick as out in the corridors. This attack had done a lot of damage.

      “Urgh, what is taking them so long?” I wrung my hands in the air.

      “They are probably just settling the custody agreement.” Thomas chuckled.

      I glared daggers at him. “This isn’t something to make fun of.”

      “I’m sorry. It was a bad joke. I can imagine how you must feel.” His amber eyes softened, and he stepped towards me.

      “How can you?” I shied away from his touch. “The whole world didn’t just betray you.”

      Thomas put his hands in his pockets and clenched his jaw. His eyes hardened.

      “No,” he said, “you’re right. It betrayed me long ago, and I have learned to live with it. How do you think it felt when Arianna told me that my mother gave me away and that she didn’t know who my father was? Can you imagine that?”

      He sat down on the long bench against the far wall and crossed his arms, looking away from me.

      Selfish ~ that was the word Thomas had used last time I had betrayed him. And, it still rang true today.

      Tears pooled in my eyes as I tried to fill the void left in my heart by Thomas’ vacant stare.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” My voice was barely a whisper as I crossed over to the bench.

      The muscles in Thomas’ jaw moved as he ground his teeth. His fists clenched, but then he opened them and put his hands flat on his knees.

      “I know you are upset,” he said, his voice strained, “but try not to trample on other peoples’ feelings because of it, okay?”

      I sniffed, holding back the heat rising to my eyes, my throat so thick I could barely swallow. His words had cut like a knife, but I could not blame him because he was right.

      “I’m sorry, Thomas. You are right. I let my temper speak for me.”

      He looked up; his amber eyes glazed over. “You have been given something I have dreamed of my entire life.”

      My heart ached as his words cut even deeper.

      “All I have ever wanted was to find my father. I knew my mother had died, but if only my father could see who I had become.”

      He looked back down at his hands.

      “You should treasure the chance you have been given.”

      My face flushed, I sat down beside him on the velvety cushions of the bench.

      My hand shook when I reached for his. He didn’t flinch, but let me hold his hand.

      “I do know what it feels like to miss a parent.” My thumb brushed the top of his hand. “I never meant to hurt you. It was thoughtless of me. I promise to approach my new situation with a more open mind.”

      Our eyes met. “That’s all I ask, Dana. Arianna is a wonderful mother. I don’t know where I would be today without her.”

      Every time he spoke, he cut me anew. I squeezed his hand, now, not to soothe him, but to hold on to my frail control.

      I had not just insulted him, but also Arianna, with only one little, thoughtless sentence.

      “You were blessed to have her,” I agreed.

      “And, so are you.”

      I knew he meant well, and I did understand his reasoning, but this was all still so new for me. My breath shuddered in my chest, and I buried my face in my hands.

      His arm draped around my shoulder, and his hand rubbed my arm. He didn’t say anything, and we just sat there while I hung my head.

      My mind raced with the internal battle within it, manifesting in me wanting to tear my hair out. How could they expect me to accept this new truth?

      I had been betrayed on a personal level by my father for hiding the truth from me for years. Arianna and my father had broken the law by being together and had created me, an abomination. A darkfae.

      Yet, I was suddenly blessed with two parents for the first time in my life. Something I should maybe be thankful for.

      Maybe, none of this would matter soon, if we could not stop the dark elves.

      I harrumphed, and my lips pulled down in the corners. It was because of them that my life had turned upside down.

      I sat up, dislodging Thomas’ arm from my shoulders.

      “Thank you. And I truly am sorry.”

      “I know, Freckles.”

      The tall double doors to my father’s office opened, letting in the sunlight streaming in through his office windows. It made a pattern of gold and black on the cream carpet within the arch of the door.

      “You can come in, now,” my father said.

      Thomas and I crossed the foyer together and entered the office. It was warmer in there, and fresh air blew in through an open window.

      Arianna sat in an armchair by the unlit fireplace, but we could see they had worked at my father’s desk before by the number of shuffled papers and other things on his desktop.

      “Sit by us,” my father invited.

      He took his seat in the armchair across from Arianna, crossing his arms. Thomas and I sat down in the two chairs between them.

      Coran cleared his throat. “I have made many mistakes in the past, but you, Dana, were never one of them.”

      Not the opening statement I had expected. My heart thumped unevenly in my chest.

      “You must have so many questions,” he continued, “and we will keep no more secrets from you. However, it will be best for the kingdom if only certain aspects of this get revealed to the public. Can you agree to this?”

      Now, my heart raced. What would happen if Draeguard found out I was darkfae? Would they kill me like it was written in the ancient laws?

      I nodded.

      “Good.” He reached over and patted my hand; his ice-blue eyes softening as he smiled at me. “First, I want you to know that I didn’t cheat on your mother.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You didn’t?”

      He shook his head; his eyes cast down. “Danielle was already ill before you were born. We knew she could not carry a child, so she urged me to find a surrogate.”

      He took a deep breath. “We then discovered that her eggs were not viable. It broke my heart that I could not give her the child she wanted. In my desperation, I agreed to see the witch Rosalie sent to us.”

      “Rosalie? My Rosalie?” I looked from my father to Arianna and back to him.

      “Yes, Dana, your handmaiden. She brought us Arianna.”

      “I don’t believe it,” I whispered.

      “Rosalie hoped that Arianna could do for Danielle what she had done for Rosalie some years before, but Danielle’s reproductive system was beyond repair.”

      “But, then, how?”

      “Danielle loved Arianna, loved her company, loved their conversations. Arianna’s medicines took much of Danielle’s pain away, and she was almost her old self again.”

      My father paused, looking at Arianna. His eyes glinted with unshed tears.

      “Dana,” Arianna continued as my father wiped his eyes, “your mother was the bravest and most selfless person I have ever met. It was her idea for me to be the mother of your father’s child.”

      I gaped. No words. Just the uneven beating of my heart.

      “I didn’t agree, at first,” my father’s voice rasped, then he cleared his throat, “but then, for many years afterwards, I swore that Arianna bewitched me into believing I had loved her.”

      I had never seen my father ashamed of anything. Seeing him hide his face in his hands nearly broke my heart. I tried to make sense of the sentence, when Arianna continued.

      “The guilt your father carried at being with me was easier to bear if he believed I had bewitched him.” She smiled, just a tug on the corners of her lips. “He still loved your mother, always would, but he had feelings for me, too.”

      I tried hard to ignore Thomas’ pale, open-mouthed face beside me. “What happened, then?”

      “As your mother’s physician, I ordered her bed rest the moment I started to show. Rosalie kept our secret and was the midwife when you were born.”

      “Sweet Rosalie.” The corner of my lips twitched, wanting to smile for the fondness I had for my handmaiden, but the situation was just too strange.

      “Yes, she was. But, in a sick twist of fate, your mother died the same night you were born. She only held on long enough to hold you in her arms once.” Arianna took a shuddering breath. “It drove your father mad. He was so angry, he banished me, never to return.”

      “Father.” My eyes travelled back to him, but his face still rested within his hands.

      His eyes were red-rimmed when he sat up straight. “As I said, I made mistakes. I could have handled this better. Rosalie raised you after that.”

      “I remember that part.”

      “It wasn’t the only harm I did, though,” he continued.

      My heart thudded again. What else could there possibly be?

      “A few of the court, like Councillor William, knew Arianna to be darkfae, and…”

      “What?” I struggled to breathe for a moment. More than a witch. The thought repeated in my head. I’d finally find out.

      “Yes, she is half witch and half fae, which is why I allowed her into Draeguard in the first place. When your mother died, I cursed the witch for having failed Danielle. Those in the know said I failed the kingdom for having brought in a witch in the first place, for they would not acknowledge the fae side of her.”

      Something stirred within me. I narrowed my eyes, waiting to hear what I suspected.

      “This was also why they blamed the attacks on the kingdom on me. They thought that after you turned sixteen, some kind of curse must have awakened. When you then manifested with your magic, I panicked.”

      I closed my eyes, breathing evenly through my nose. My hands trembled, and I pressed them to my legs.

      “I guess it is no wonder, then, that Councillor William has it in for me,” I sighed.

      “He is not as bad as you think, Dana,” my father defended the councillor. “It is I who started all of this. He is only protecting the kingdom.”

      I huffed. “Maybe you are right.”

      “Right? About what?”

      “I probably will be better off away from the palace.” I narrowed my eyes, searching his face. “While I learn everything I can about this curse I have been given, you can clean up your mess here.”

      “Dana,” Thomas hissed under his breath.

      “What? It is only fair they take responsibility for their actions. If I need to learn to live with my new reality, they must do their part.”

      Arianna shuffled forwards on her chair, looking at all of us. “She’s right. Coran and I have a lot to make up for. The fact that we are in the middle of war will not make things easier, though. We will have to work together.”

      “I will do my part,” my father agreed.

      I sighed. “I don’t mean to be rude. I just don’t know how I am supposed to feel about all of this. I have such mixed emotions, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

      I hung my head. Thomas reached out and put a hand on mine.

      After a moment of silence, there was a soft rustle, and then Arianna knelt in front of me, her hair cascading in auburn waves around her face and over her shoulders.

      I had never seen her like this ~ she always kept her hair tied up ~ and I had never noticed how red her hair was; not even in the photo. It looked so dark in her bun. Maybe, it was a spell? She now held a strand of it to mine.

      “See,” she smiled, “it’s red. Mixed with your father’s blonde hair, we made your lighter, vivid red. Beautiful.”

      I couldn’t suppress the smile that now tugged on my lips.

      “And look.” Arianna turned her head and lifted her hair, showing me the slight point to her ear.

      I frowned, for I had never noticed this, either. I tried to think of her hair tied up again, and I realised that she always did so while covering her ears. She didn’t want anyone to know.

      “You have my green eyes, too, although yours are lighter.”

      There was moisture in her green eyes as she spoke to me, glinting in the bit of sunlight coming through the window.

      “You have the most beautiful face I have ever seen. When you were born, you opened your eyes, and I swear you looked at me, knowing I was your mother. It broke my heart to let you go.”

      I looked at my father, who nodded, a wry cast to his lips.

      “It took me many years to get over the loss, and when you walked through my door, I didn’t want to believe it. Didn’t want to open that wound.”

      “I understand.” I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      Imagining what it must have been like to cut all ties with me, her only child, put a strange, alien feeling in my heart. One that made me feel sorry for her, bad for the way I was reacting to all of this.

      “I promise, now that you are back in my life, I will never let you go. Your father and I have come to an agreement that I am allowed to see you whenever I want.”

      “You cannot stay here?”

      My father answered, “No, Dana. Even once Arianna is cleared of any wrongdoing related to Danielle, she would still not be accepted as part of the court.”

      “For now, you and Thomas can come back home with me. After you teach those useless mages what they need to know, of course.” Arianna laughed. “Once the war is over, we can talk about new arrangements. Alright?”

      “Alright,” I agreed, “but I think it is a mistake not taking us along.”

      “Dana,” my father sighed, “we’ve discussed this. I am not endangering you like that again. The fae have enough magic to go against the elves. I am confident our high mages can take on this sorcerer of yours.”

      “Even Arianna called them useless.” I raised my chin, staring at him.

      “I shouldn’t have said that.” Arianna grinned lopsidedly, with a sorry-not-sorry look on her face.

      My father sighed. “The mages have been keeping us safe for as far back as our histories go. They hold a concentration of fae magic unlike any other individuals. Do you not remember who taught you?”

      I nodded. “High mage Fendrick.”

      “You loved your magic lessons. I struggled to get you out of the classroom on those days.”

      Arianna smiled at my father’s words. He smiled, as well, and continued.

      “Now, I have a council meeting to attend, but this discussion isn’t over. Whatever questions you have, Arianna and I have agreed to answer them for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said softly.

      “I will make plans for you to see the mages within the next day or two. We cannot delay this. How long do you think you will need to tell them everything?”

      “It would be easier if Arianna could help me.”

      “Not possible,” my father shot me down.

      “Then, maybe two days,” I guessed.

      “Very w—”

      BAM BAM BAM

      We all jumped at the impatient thumps on the door.

      “My Lord?”

      My father rose from his chair, lips pursed. “One moment.”

      “My Lord, you are late for the council meeting.”

      “I will be there in a minute.”

      My father rushed to his desk and picked up a stack of folders to put into his work satchel. As he finished, the office door opened.

      We all stared at Councillor William as he rushed in unbidden and surveyed the people within the room.

      “Arianna Eros,” his whole face looked like he had bitten into a lemon, “I knew it. All this sneaking around. It had to be you.”
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      No matter what my father had said about Councillor William, I did not trust the man. The venom with which he spat out Arianna’s name made my skin crawl.

      I rose to my feet and stepped in front of Arianna. With my chin lifted, and my arms crossed over my chest, I glared at William, daring him to oppose me.

      Thomas was beside me a moment later, shielding Arianna from view.

      My father marched across the office, a deep scowl on his forehead. Councillor William held his ground for a heartbeat, then retreated into the foyer.

      We heard a scuffle, and then my father dragged the councillor back into his office by the gilded piping along the lapels of his crimson robe.

      He pushed him into the middle of the office, where William then stood a little shaky atop the central red carpet, making him look like a cake topping with his red robe.

      I coughed into my hand, trying hard to suppress my laughter at the vision in my head. I didn’t think my father had ever treated his councillor like that.

      “My Lord,” he stammered, “what is this…this witchery?”

      “There is no witchery, William.” Coran got right up into William’s face, making him back up a step. “You will now listen to me, for I have something to tell you before we go to the council.”

      William nodded, looking at the three of us standing by the fireplace out of the corner of his eyes.

      “Lady Arianna carries no blame for the death of my wife. I was wrong to accuse her. Do you understand?”

      William looked like he wanted to argue, but my father glared at him, and he nodded.

      “Lady Arianna played a pivotal role in our battle over the elves and in keeping my daughter safe. The kingdom owes her its respect and thanks. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “Lady Arianna has also agreed to take Dana under her wing and help Dana cope with her moon magic. I believe there is no-one better qualified than her. Do you understand?”

      “But, what about the mages?”

      My father growled. “Have any of them ever dealt with something like this before? No? I didn’t think so. With Arianna’s unique abilities, she is best suited for this task.”

      “Very well,” William agreed.

      “From now on, if anyone ever mentions that my daughter is cursed, I will have them arrested. Is that clear?”

      William’s eyes widened. He looked back at us. “Yes, my Lord, but…”

      “No but,” my father hissed. “I have taken the blame for this mess long enough. You have thrown me in the dungeon, accused me of treason, hunted my daughter, and for what? Superstition? No more. We know now who the enemy is. This infighting must stop.”

      William bowed his head and clasped his hands behind his back. “You have my support, my Liege.”

      My father straightened his spine, standing tall. “That’s all I ask. Let’s attend the council.”

      Without looking at us again, William followed my father out of the office like a loyal pup.

      My blood tingled through my veins from watching my father deal with William.

      I had often seen him like this during meetings in the past, but lately, my father had let the council, and the advisers, make the decisions, making him look weak.

      At least now, I knew why he had done it. This now showed me he had lost none of his edge, and he was firmly back on his throne. My lips spread in a wide grin across my face.

      “That is how I remember your father,” Arianna said in a soft voice.

      Thomas and I looked at her, and she quickly cleared her throat and dropped the dreamy smile.

      I had seen it, though, and a rush of blood shot up into my ears, just as my brows furrowed over my eyes. Did she still have feelings for him?

      Thomas rescued me from over-thinking it.

      “Does this mean Arianna is now free to walk the palace? No more hiding?”

      “Let’s not push our luck,” she answered. “It will take some time after the council meeting for the rest of the palace to get the memo. Until then, we better stay in the quarters assigned to us.”

      My brows furrowed further as the room tilted around me. I reached out for the back of the chair for support.

      “Dana, are you alright?” Thomas held me by my upper arm, supporting me.

      “Maybe today has been a bit much for her,” Arianna said gently. “Come, sit.”

      I looked up into her eyes once I took my seat in the armchair. If I was her daughter, why could I not be as beautiful as her? Such high cheekbones and elegantly arched eyebrows.

      “I just haven’t eaten anything,” I confessed. “I was too upset this morning.”

      “How do you feel now? Are you still upset?” Arianna asked.

      I inspected my hands for a moment. So much had happened.

      “No. I will need some time to put it all into place, but I am not upset anymore. I will always miss my mother. Nobody can take that away from me. But, I think I will come to like having you as a mother, too.”

      Arianna’s eyes lit up, and she smiled so brightly, I got up and threw my arms around her.

      Her arms wound around my back, and she buried her face into my hair, laughing lightly.

      “We’ll be okay,” she whispered close by my ear, “you’ll see.”

      I laughed with her, and I could hear Thomas laughing softly beside us.

      “Thank you, Dana, for giving me this chance to finally be your mother. Please, know that I won’t force you into anything.”

      Things were far from resolved, and I still had many questions, but the barrier was broken. I knew she meant what she said.

      Finally, we stepped apart, smiles on all our lips.

      “Alright, now that that’s out of the way,” Arianna laughed, “we can decide what to do for the rest of the day while King Coran is in his meeting.”

      “I could do with some lunch,” I said, just as my stomach growled noisily.

      Arianna wrapped herself in her shawl, and we made our way to my private dining room alongside my bedroom. Rosalie had been serving us there the past week.

      As we settled around the table, it dawned on me that Rosalie had known Arianna’s secret my entire life. When Arianna and Thomas came to stay here a week ago, she had known who Arianna was and never even hinted that she knew the truth.

      The betrayal sliced into me, but at the same time, I remembered all the times Rosalie had picked me up when I’d fallen, how she’d comb out the knots in my hair, how she’d sing me to sleep.

      I could wish for no-one more loyal and trustworthy than Rosalie. She was devoted to me like no other. It must have been a punishment for her, holding me on those nights I cried for my mother when Rosalie knew that my birth mother was alive and well.

      When I looked at Rosalie, now, standing along the far wall waiting for the servers to bring in the food, I found her eyes on Arianna, a soft look on her face.

      “Rosalie, come, sit with us.”

      Her head swivelled to me, shocked. “My Lady?”

      “Please, humour me, just this once.”

      My handmaiden came over to the table and took a seat beside me, looking down demurely.

      “Rosalie,” I took her hand, “I know the truth.”

      “The truth about what, my Lady?”

      “The truth that you have sworn your life to keep.”

      She looked from me to Arianna, who nodded, and back.

      “My Ladybug,” her hands fluttered to my face, “how you have grown. Just yesterday you were the babe I took from her to raise. I never meant to deceive you, but I had to keep you safe.”

      Arianna rounded the table and put a hand on the servant’s shoulder. “You did well, Rosalie.”

      I nodded. “You were a good nursing mother, Rosalie. I couldn’t have wished for better. Thank you.”

      My stout and fearless handmaiden clasped my hands, silent tears running down her cheeks. I had never seen her like this, and her tears were contagious. I wiped at my own with the back of my hand.

      When we recovered, she said, “I am glad the secret is out. It has been difficult to carry.”

      “My father is sitting with the council now, absolving Arianna of any perceived crimes. However, the truth about my birth will remain a secret,” I advised Rosalie.

      “I care not about the court, Ladybug.” She waved her hands. “It was you who needed to know the truth.”
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      Alone in bed that night, I tossed and turned, plagued by conflicting thoughts. They swirled around in my brain, disjointed, keeping me from sleep.

      If Arianna was my mother, Thomas was no longer my cousin, as Aunt Eldora was Danielle’s older sister.

      Arianna was half fae, and half witch ~ did that make me three-quarters fae? And, if so, was I still darkfae?

      If I was darkfae, then the prophecy probably still held true. I was of mixed blood, wielded moon magic, and there was unrest in the land.

      What if I couldn’t teach the mages? My father had failed once before going into Raven Hall without me.

      I must have eventually fallen asleep, for I awoke in a sweat-soaked nightdress at sunrise with a bird chirping piercingly at my window, with the vestiges of a nightmare still lingering in my memory.

      I’d seen the moonstones, all twelve of them, hovering in a circle above me, out of reach. I could not get to them, no matter how hard I tried. Dark shadows swirled around me, hindering my efforts, hurting me. They brought me to my knees, putting the stones further and further out of reach.

      The dream ran like ice through my veins, and the shrill chirping of the bird by the window pierced my brain.

      I threw my pillow at the pane, and the bird flew away with a screech. I laid back for another moment, enjoying the silence.

      Rosalie came in to get my clothes ready while I showered. The hot water washed away most of the dream from my memory.

      I loved the new atmosphere between Rosalie and me. When I was done, I kissed her on the cheek before I left.

      “The mages await you,” she mumbled, then ushered me out the door, blushing.

      Of course, that was my task today.

      I had to plot a different route down to below ground where the mages had their wing, for half the palace was under repair now.

      Scaffolding and workers blocked almost every corridor, the clang and clatter of hammers and chisels rang off the walls, and the dust made me cough more than once on my way.

      I had to move past the elder wing and the vault, and the tug within the pit of my stomach tempted me to seek out the moonstones. I resisted and pushed on past.

      As bare as the elders kept their chambers, the mages’ rooms were full of things, from books to herbs, to gadgets and experiments they were currently busy with.

      The mages, with their brown robes and necklaces of glass beads, were as mysterious as ever when they greeted me.

      I had loved my magic lessons, and the mages’ research still fascinated me. I didn’t know why I doubted their ability suddenly.

      But, being down here, reliving the magic from the forest, brought back some memories I’d rather not relive by myself.

      “Would you tell us how you defeated the wolves?” Master mage Silva asked.

      An icy shudder washed over me. It was the first time I had used the magic to kill directly.

      “It was with moon magic, mage,” I answered vaguely.

      “Can you show us?”

      With my heart thumping in my chest, I agreed. The mages built some targets out of clay pots within one of their chambers, and I had to show them how I ‘defeated’ them.

      I used much of my power, enough to impress, but I did not use the killing magic. I was afraid it would ricochet and kill one of the mages.

      Luckily, they were satisfied with my demonstration.

      Although I wished Arianna were down here with me, I held myself together. Wherever fighting had been involved, I toned down my abilities and accredited more to Thomas’ strength or Arianna’s magic.

      I just had a feeling that I could not let the mages know precisely how powerful my magic was. Whatever happened within Raven Hall, they would be able to fight it just as well with fae magic. At least, I hoped so.

      “There is an illness that has befallen some of the plants of Raven Hall. For the forest to let you pass in peace, you will need to heal as many as you can as you march through the forest,” I told them.

      “How did you do that?”

      “I used my moon magic to heal them,” I lied, “but you can try fae magic, and I am sure the forest will let you pass.”

      “Our healing magic?”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “But, if you have trouble, and you encounter a gryphon, give him this feather as a token that you come in peace.” I pulled the feather the gryphon had given me from within my sleeve pocket. It briefly flared in bright flames.

      The mages spent the rest of the day proving to me that, of course, I worried for nothing. The fae were a mighty people, and even its children could do magic.

      Essentially, the mages were to the fae, what the sorcerers were to the elves. Even with this power I had been given, they said, I was only a teenager, and this was a war. It was time I stood back to let the adults do their work.

      Right. I huffed.

      The mages saw me out in a swirl of brown robes and shuffling, sandaled feet. The silver tattoos on their faces glinted as they stepped into the late afternoon sunlight of the courtyard to wave to me as I climbed the stairs.

      “I am so relieved that is over,” I said, as I sat down for dinner.

      “So am I, faeling,” my father agreed. “It means you can leave, and I don’t have to worry about you being here when the palace gets attacked again.”

      “Father…”

      He held up his hands. “It is true. Besides, preparations are advancing quickly. We’ll be ready to march within a week. I want to know you are safely tucked away by then.”

      “Do not worry, Coran. I will spirit her away, where no-one will find her.”

      He smiled, a little lopsided. “Thanks, Anna.”

      Thomas raised his eyebrows but kept chewing on his casserole. I looked away, giving my father his awkward moment.

      “So,” my father cleared his throat and pushed around some peas with his fork, “we will not see each other for a while. Will there be anything else you need, faeling?”

      We’d already made arrangements. Extra horses to carry the food, cloth, herbs, goods, and whatnot my father had deemed necessary to bestow on Arianna for looking after me.

      A quarter of my wardrobe would travel with me, even though I doubted I’d have use for palace gowns at Arianna’s farmhouse.

      “No, Father.” I patted his hand, making the fork clatter against his plate. “Stop worrying. I’ll be fine. And, thanks to your fussing, Rosalie has now agreed to come with us.”

      “I just want you to be safe,” he mumbled.

      “We will be.”

      Thomas and I spent the rest of the evening with the remainder of our food forgotten on our plates, as we watched how Arianna and my father talked to each other.

      “They are like teenagers,” Thomas whispered.

      “Worse,” I agreed behind my hand.

      “Awkward teenagers.”

      “Indeed.”
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      When we found ourselves in the saddle on our way out of the main gate of Draeguard a day later, I had such butterflies in my stomach; I could have flown to the homestead.

      Why was I so nervous about going to Arianna’s home? I had been there before. Was it because, in a way, it was my home, too, now? I could not wait to get there.

      My blood practically bubbled, and Lapis Lazuli pranced beneath me, her shod hooves beating out the rhythm of my heart on the flagstones of the road.

      “This feels more like a holiday than the last two times I rode to your place,” I confessed to Arianna, laughing.

      “That’s what it is supposed to be,” she said, joining me in my laughter.

      The soldiers now stationed along the road to Clover Hill ensured our safe passage as we rode along. We’d left early and made good time during the day.

      Thomas and I regaled Rosalie with the detailed story of how we had met along this road, and how that adventure had led us to Arianna, in the first place.

      We’d passed the last checkpoint before Clover Hill with only another ten miles to go. The sun would set within the next two hours, so we didn’t need to rush.

      The last time we’d come through Clover Hill, Captain Jared’s men had freed the town from the oppressive hold of the elves, who had taken residence here and captured the locals.

      I hoped they had recovered from their ordeal and had asked my father to spare one horse with goods for the town.

      Our convoy of four riders and ten pack horses neared the town slowly, but as we drew close to its outskirts, Thomas held up a fist.

      We pulled the horses to a stop.

      “Something is not right,” he whispered.

      “What’s wrong?” Arianna asked.

      “It’s the smell.” His mouth turned down in the corners, and his nose wrinkled. “Let’s get off the road. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      Hiding fourteen horses within a forest took some effort, but with some ingenuity, some magic, and Rosalie watching over them, they were soon undetectable.

      The three of us then approached the town from the other side of the road, hiding within the trees until nightfall.

      Thomas could not identify the scent that had his hackles raised, but we soon discovered something just as worrisome.

      In the dark, we wove between the houses of Clover Hill. All looked normal, with lights in the windows and smoke rising from chimneys.

      But, when we looked closer, crouching against a house wall, and peered into a window, it wasn’t common folk sitting within their home, but dark elves, who had taken their place.
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      The three of us pressed our backs against the house wall, stunned into silence by what we’d just seen.

      “How have your soldiers not been alerted of this?” Thomas whispered.

      “How should I know?”

      “Now is not the time,” Arianna cut in. “Let’s get out of here before we are discovered.”

      Arianna shielded us with her concealment spell, but our feet still left deep imprints in the soft, dark soil between the houses.

      We kept low and out of the pools of light spread by the streets lights of Clover Hill, and made our way back the way we’d come.

      Every sharp sound ~ the scraping of a chair, someone closing a door, a horse snorting within its stable ~ set my heart to racing.

      About two thousand people called Clover Hill their home ~ a small town compared to others in Wiltera. If dark elves had taken over the peoples’ homes, where were the inhabitants?

      Dwarves, pixies, common fae, satyrs, and probably even fairies lived here. What had happened to them?

      I shuddered to think what the elves could have done to them as we tiptoed through the dark between the houses.

      A passerby would not suspect any foul play looking at the town. It nestled peacefully against the edge of the forest; its lights glinting in the darkness of the night.

      Had it not been for the strange smell, we would not have known about it, either, and would have ridden straight into the belly of the beast. Even now, Thomas could still not identify the smell.

      We reached the edge of Clover Hill, and Thomas stopped us with a raised fist. We cowered beneath a balcony as we waited for an elf on night guard duty to pass.

      Clad in black, with a bow slung over his shoulder, he padded silently past us. Had I been alone, I would not have seen him.

      My left thigh touched Thomas’ right leg as we knelt side by side, and the longer we waited, the more I became aware of the heat between us.

      I breathed deeply through my nose to steady myself, as my heart galloped a hundred miles per hour.

      Thomas looked at me, searching my eyes for a second, before giving the signal to go.

      Could he hear my heart?

      My cheeks glowed like beacons as I followed Thomas and Arianna out from under the balcony and across the open patch between the houses and the forest.

      We dove straight into the trees, and I hoped it was too dark in there for Thomas to see my ruddy face. I hated that I couldn’t control it.

      We had bigger worries now.

      The thick layer of pine needles on the forest floor crunched softly as we wound our way through the trees.

      We could not be sure that the elves had not stationed guards here, too, so Arianna kept the concealments spell going.

      I held on to the back of Thomas’ jacket, just as Arianna held on to the back of my coat. Thomas led with his superior eyesight and sense of smell.

      “Elves moved through here after we passed earlier,” he whispered, bringing us to a halt.

      He inspected the ground, running his fingertips over the springy soil.

      “It’s impossible to tell if they came this way because they were aware of us, or if it was a routine patrol. Either way, let’s hope they didn’t find where we hid Rosalie and the horses.”

      My blood ran cold at the thought of anything happening to my Rosalie. I would have preferred for her to stay at the palace. If it had not been for my father’s needling, she would have stayed.

      We carried on, even more careful than before, with Thomas stopping us frequently to listen to sounds only he could hear.

      The darkness pressed in on us, and the hairs on the back of my neck tingled because of all the things I imagined were out there in the dark.

      We reached the road that led to Draeguard, and Thomas stopped to check if it was safe to cross. The horses were just over on the other side.

      “There is movement coming up the road,” he whispered and pressed us back into the trees.

      “What is it?” Arianna asked.

      Thomas remained silent, but then my blood ran cold as my ears picked up the high-pitched protestations of Rosalie.

      I pushed past Thomas to look down the road. He grabbed me by the back of my coat, holding on to me so I wouldn’t run to her, I guess.

      Two lights bobbed along the dark road, and that’s all I could see for a while. Rosalie’s chatter soon became apparent, and we all hid further within the undergrowth.

      “I will tell you again, young man, my master will not be happy. If I do not return in the morn with the miller’s flour, my master will seek his losses with you.”

      “Shut up, wench.” The dark elf leading Rosalie’s horse had said this at least four times since they’d come into earshot, and from his monotone, it was quite clear he’d said it plenty times before.

      “Now, you go treating my ponies with respect, you hear? Those two are my darlings. They are all I have, now. If anything should happen to them, I should surely die.”

      The other elf chuckled and dragged the horse he led along behind him.

      “I just don’t see to what purpose you are taking me with you. I am just an old lady. Where did you say you are taking me?”

      “We didn’t.”

      “Oh. Well, if we are going to Clover Hill, that would be helpful, because that’s where I need to go, too. You could just drop me off at the trading store, and all would be forgiven.”

      “Just shut up, wench.”

      “You are quite rude, young man, do you know that?”

      Thomas winced as I grabbed his hand and squeezed. My other hand I pressed to my mouth, stifling the laughter bubbling up from within.

      This surely was no laughing matter, but Rosalie was doing the only thing she could do ~ let us know where she was so we could rescue her.

      And, she was doing a pretty good job of annoying the elves while she was at it. I had to admire her courage.

      We waited for them to pass before we dared to speak amongst ourselves.

      “There are only two of them,” Thomas said. “It shouldn’t prove too difficult for us neutralise them and get Rosalie back, but…”

      “But what?” I asked frowning.

      “What’s your plan?” Arianna asked.

      “Rosalie has them fooled into thinking that she is common fae. I also believe they haven’t found the other horses, except those two.”

      Thomas pointed up the road with his chin.

      “Had they wanted to kill her, they would have done so already. So, I guess that they are taking her to wherever the dark elves are holding the rest of the villagers.”

      “Thomas,” Arianna looked from him to me, “I promised Dana’s father to keep her safe. Even if we find the people of Clover Hill, how would we help them? The town is overrun by elves. We’d stand no chance against them.”

      “We could try,” he pleaded. “We can’t just leave them to their fate.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Arianna said.

      “I also worry about the villagers,” I said, “but we can’t just use Rosalie as bait.”

      “She wouldn’t be in any danger if we get it right.”

      “How do you know they will not harm her?” Arianna scowled at him.

      He cleared his throat. “I don’t. All we would need to do is find the villagers. Then, we could free them, rescue Rosalie, and the villagers can then fight while we carry on our way.”

      “Oh, you think it’s that easy?” Arianna huffed.

      “We’ll soon find out.” Thomas pointed up the road. “The elves are almost out of sight. Do you have a better idea?”

      Arianna dug in her bag. “Yes,” she nearly shouted. “Let’s get Rosalie. I’ll be able to get the elves to talk.”

      Thomas only hesitated a moment.

      “Let’s go,” Thomas urged us. “We’ll need to hurry.”

      My heart hammered as we ducked low and sprinted across the dark road. We dived into the treeline on the other side unseen and then ran along the verge.

      The elves moved at a slow tempo, pulling Rosalie along on her horse. We caught up steadily, and my magic fizzled beneath my skin.

      “Stun them, only, Dana,” Arianna warned me as we got close.

      We tried to be as stealthy as possible, but, of course, the horses’ senses picked up they were being stalked, and they became nervous. Too late, though.

      We came upon them, and Arianna rushed to keep the horses steady, while I sent blasts towards the elves. Thomas circled them, catching them as they fell.

      “Rosalie.” I ran to her horse’s side, reaching up to her.

      “You came for me.”

      “I would never leave you.”

      Arianna stepped around, holding the other horse. “We need to hurry.”

      Thomas propped up the two elves and bound them together. He slapped both of them across the face several times until one of them eventually woke up.

      The dark elf struggled, making the other elf bound to him flop around.

      “Be still, or I will blast you, again,” I told him, hovering a blue ball above my palm.

      Arianna produced a small, red bottle ~ not much bigger than my little finger ~ from her bag and bent over the elf. Gripping his jaw firmly, she pried his mouth open and dripped a few drops from the bottle into it.

      We watched him swallow, and after a moment, Arianna asked him, “What have you done with the people of Clover Hill?”

      The elf glared at her. “Nothing.”

      “Are they alive?”

      The elf spat, “Yes.”

      We all looked at each other, hope surging.

      “Where are they?” Arianna asked.

      “Locked up.” The elf strained now, speaking through his pointy teeth as if he had realised Arianna had given him a truth potion, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      “Where? Where did you lock them up?” Impatience now tinged Arianna’s voice.

      “Argh.” The elf squirmed. “Harvest shed. They are in the harvest shed.”

      I leaned back against Rosalie’s horse. My heartbeat slowly returned to its normal rhythm.

      Thomas and Arianna dragged the elves off the road and tied them to a tree, out of sight.

      “The moon should rise within an hour,” Thomas said. “Then, we’ll have some light to see by, but it’ll also make it easier for us to be seen. We’ll have to be careful.”

      “Let’s get our horses, so we can get to Clover Hill as quickly as we can,” Arianna agreed.

      We marched through the dark forest and found the horses still in the same spot where we had hidden them. Rosalie had taken her two horses and led the two elves away from the rest, so they would not be discovered.

      My heart warmed at her bravery.

      The horses walked hesitantly through the black forest, and we had to coax them along until we reached the road. We didn’t dare light the way for them.

      Eventually, we saw specks of light in the distance, and we hesitated to go closer, wondering if more than the two elves we had immobilised patrolled this stretch of road.

      “We should get off the road,” Arianna warned.

      “Just a little further,” Thomas said.

      We crossed the bridge a quarter-mile before Clover Hill and then pulled the horses off the road. Thomas led the way into the trees, and I brought up the rear.

      We skirted towards the north of the town, and Thomas found us a place where we could leave the horses while we went to rescue the villagers.

      “Stay here, Rosalie,” I told my handmaiden. “Look after the horses, but don’t get caught, again.”

      She smiled sheepishly. “Be safe, Ladybug.”

      I hated to leave her behind, again, but if we had to fight in town, or anything else bad happened, I wanted Rosalie out of harm’s way.

      By now, the moon had risen, giving us light to see by. It was only a quarter crescent, but at least we could see.

      The town was the same as when we had left it earlier. Warm light streamed from windows as if its inhabitants were safe within.

      Horses snorted contentedly within stables, and every so often the sound of laughter drifted across the streets.

      “The harvest shed is that big building you can just see the roof of from here.” Thomas pointed. He was the only one who knew his way around Clover Hill. “I think we should go past the smithy and get the villagers something to fight with.”

      “Thomas, that’s too risky,” Arianna warned.

      “They won’t stand a chance if we don’t.”

      Arianna sighed but argued no further.

      Thomas led the way.

      Once, we had to stop as a dark elf came out of a house, crossed the street, and entered the house opposite.

      Even with Arianna’s concealment spell over us, the blood drained from my face, and I waited for discovery as we cowered, pressed against a garden fence.

      We finally reached the smithy. It was cold inside; the furnace black and dead.

      The smell of ash and iron still lingered here, but metal had not been worked here in days.

      We wrapped whatever we could find in leather aprons and bags ~ hammers, chisels, saws, pitchforks, swords. The smith had a wide variety of weapons for sale, too.

      Laden as we were, progress slowed. Our burdens rattled within their bounds, and we tread carefully to avoid detection.

      As the harvest barn neared, we dropped our loot behind a water trough and approached silently along the dark outer wall.

      Two elves guarded the tall barn doors, locked with a loop of metal chain.

      My power tingled within my hands, and nausea bubbled up within me at the thought of what I could do to the guards.

      “Easy, Dana,” Arianna warned, nudging me.

      I quickly hid my glowing hand within my coat, and we sneaked closer, hiding

      Thomas turned from us and started to undress, letting his clothes fall to the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the shimmering, until I saw the white wolf padding silently around the edge of the barn towards the elven guards.

      Arianna hurriedly picked up his clothes.

      “There’s a wolf,” one whispered.

      Arianna and I jumped around the corner. My blue magic zoomed silently across the open space towards the man on the right.

      Arianna’s magic hit the one on the left. Both fell to the cobbled road without a sound. Thomas went to change, then quickly helped us to hide the unconscious elves.

      “Let’s get the tools.”

      We ran back to the water trough to retrieve the packages. The guards would not stay stunned forever, so we hurried.

      Thomas used the bolt cutters to cut the chain, and we slipped through the barn door before closing it firmly behind us.

      Candles burned within, and the frightened faces of the villagers stared at us, surrounded by the aroma of sweat, urine, and fear.

      My blood boiled at how the children clung to their mothers; how the men hovered protectively before their women.

      They were left in their own filth, without food. What were they doing to these people?

      “We’re here to help.” I removed my hood from my head, showing them my face. “I am Princess Dana of Draeguard. We’ve come to free you.”

      The fear in their eyes mixed with uncertainty and then hope. Some came forward.

      Thomas opened the bags and handed out what we brought.

      “There’s not enough,” Arianna whispered.

      “They’ll find more,” Thomas replied quietly.

      I looked around at the people. Most of them were common fae, but there were also dwarves, and pixies, and satyrs.

      “My father is gathering his army to fight the elves. You are not alone,” I said. “Now, go, reclaim your town.”

      The men spread from the barn, as did some of the women. Grim, determined faces nodding our way on their way past.

      “We need to leave,” Arianna said.

      “What about the people?” I asked.

      “We’ve done what we can for them,” Arianna put her hand on my arm,” now it is my duty to make sure you are safe.”

      She steered me out of the harvest building. Her firm grip told me now was not the time to argue with her.

      Thomas guided us away from the commotion stirred up by the freed townspeople and led us on a circuitous route back to our horses.

      We could still hear the shouting from the town, but it was dulled within the trees. Little moonlight penetrated here, and we followed Thomas closely as we walked.

      When he suddenly stopped, we bumped into him.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “That smell. It’s much stronger now.”

      He’d mentioned it before. A smell he could not identify.

      “Do you know what it is?”

      Before he could answer, one of the horses whinnied shrilly in the distance. Branches snapped loudly.

      Thomas ran, and we followed, my heart pounding wildly in my chest.

      The ground vibrated beneath our feet, and Thomas stopped again, pushing us all roughly into a bush.

      Our horses came stampeding past us; their eyes rolling wildly in their heads.

      We stared after them when more branches snapped behind us.

      We turned to look and managed to scramble back into the bush just as a giant lumbered through the forest after the horses.
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      “Rosalie!”

      My heart exploded into a million fragments at the thought of what could have happened to her. Had the giant killed her?

      I stumbled over roots as we raced through the dark forest back to where we’d left her with the horses.

      The ground was broken up and churned from where the horses had milled, and the giant had tried to catch them. Broken branches blocked our way, and we jumped and ducked, pushing ahead.

      “Rosalie,” I yelled, not caring if anyone else heard me.

      “Ladybug.”

      The faint voice made me giddy, and I dived through the foliage. “Where are you?”

      “Here,” Thomas yelled, holding up a broken branch, covering a hollow tree stump.

      Rosalie cowered within the stump, her fingers gripping the edge, and her face smeared with dirt.

      “My Rosalie,” I rushed to her, “are you hurt?”

      She shook her head. “I couldn’t save the horses.”

      Thomas helped her up, and I took Rosalie into my arms. “You are the bravest woman I know.”

      “We need to go after the horses,” Thomas said.

      “You two go,” Arianna said. “I’ll take care of Rosalie.”

      I hesitated but knew Rosalie would be in good hands. We needed to leave right now if we wanted to stand any chance of finding the horses.

      Thomas and I took off running. I trusted in his instincts and focussed on his blonde hair in the darkness, following closely.

      The giant frightened me. I’d never seen one and knew nothing about his speed, ability to hear, or even his eyesight.

      The horses must have led him on a twisted path, for we caught up with him sooner than we expected. The twelve-foot lump of a man roared angrily every time he lost sight of the horses.

      What if he noticed us chasing him? What if he turned around?

      Wherever the trees stood too close together, the giant ploughed straight through, breaking branches as if they were sticks.

      We dodged them, jumped over them, and still chased the giant when we left the forest on the most northern side of Clover Hill.

      Out in the open, the horses lengthened their stride and put distance between them and the giant. The darkness soon swallowed them.

      The giant, his simple Hessian clothes torn from running through the trees, stood breathing heavily on a knoll overlooking a lake.

      We hid behind the last trees of the treeline, catching our breath.

      With only a hundred feet separating us from the giant, even I could now smell his strong odour.

      He reached up and scratched his head, staring into the direction the horses had disappeared to. Then, he seemed to make a decision, for he lumbered down to the lake.

      The giant knelt and stuck his head into the water, taking long, noisy gulps from the pool.

      “Go, go, go,” Thomas whispered.

      We dashed across the open field, the lake to our right. The field ran on for about a mile until it ended at a wooden fence, and we clambered through it.

      “Where did the horses go?” I asked.

      “There must be an opening.” Thomas frowned. “I should have looked out for their prints.”

      Thomas cursed under his breath, and we trailed along the fence to the south. It wasn’t long before we found an open gate.

      We could clearly see the hoofprints within the soft soil leading through the narrow gap.

      From there, they led at an angle away from the fence towards the west. We picked up several items that must have come loose from the horses’ packs during their wild gallop.

      When we reached them, we found them at a paddock with other horses, drinking from their water trough.

      The farmhouse stood far in the distance, and we were in no danger of discovery.

      After ensuring ourselves that no harm had come to the horses, we re-strapped their loads and retraced our steps through the open gate.

      “Do you think the giant is gone?” I asked Thomas.

      “Let’s not risk it,” he said. “We’ll take the long way around. It will take us closer to Clover Hill, but hopefully, the villagers are in charge of the town, again.”

      We rode in silence, then, until we reached the forest. Thomas guided us around the destruction the giant had left, and we found Arianna and Rosalie unharmed where we’d left them.

      The relief that Rosalie was rescued from the elves, that she had survived the giant, that we had found Arianna and Rosalie unharmed, and that we had gotten our horses back, washed over me in a smothering wave.

      The night’s excitement finally over, my body went from high alert to fast asleep. I struggled against it as we turned our horses and resumed our journey home.

      The rhythmic motion of the horse lulled me into closing my eyes. I forced them open, concentrating on the swaying rump of the horse in front of me.

      Several times, my chin dropped to my chest, startling me awake. I stared wide-eyed around me in the dark, only to find we were still riding along as we had been before.

      When the sun finally crested behind us, and its first tentative rays found our backs, Thomas led us into a thicket of hazel trees.

      “We’ll rest here.”

      I could have kissed him, had I not been so tired. When I took my feet out of the stirrups, I nearly toppled out of the saddle.

      Thomas took care of most of the horses, but I don’t know how he did it, as I could barely concentrate on my own. Lazuli stood patiently, though, while I fumbled around her.

      We ate some of our packed rations and took our sleeping mats under the trees without setting up our tents. We just didn’t have the energy for it.

      “Your father would kill me if he could see us now.”

      Arianna shook her head, sitting tiredly on her mat.

      “This is hardly your fault,” I mumbled. “Besides, we’ve been through worse.”

      She sighed. “Not since I’ve been your mother.”
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      “Do we have to continue already?”

      Rosalie struggled to rise from her mat, and I quickly went over to help her.

      “Are you alright, Rosie?”

      “My old bones are not as sprightly as yours. Running from giants and hiding in trees is not how I envisioned my nights.”

      My handmaiden had not once complained last night. I didn’t think her to be much older than Arianna, anyway. I could be wrong, though. It was difficult to tell with fae.

      “We should not have to fight, or flee, the rest of the way,” I assured her, “but we must travel for another two days to reach the farmstead.”

      She grumbled as she packed her bag. “Onwards, then.”

      Thomas guided us far north of the road between towns and well away from traffic.

      Once, we came across a satyr farmer; his wagon piled high with his belongings, and his family sitting beside him.

      “The dark elves want the townsfolk to join their fight,” he explained. “If you don’t, they lock you up. We got out of there before they came to Silverlakes.”

      “It has come to this, then,” Arianna said. “After their defeat in the woods, the elves must have realised they are not strong enough to go against the fae alone.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Thomas slowed his horse to ride beside Arianna. “I think the elves are trying to divide the country to make it more difficult for the fae.”

      My stomach roiled at the thought. “Why would the people want to side with the elves?”

      Arianna answered, “Most wouldn’t, but there are some who believe the fae only ever looked out for their own, and if the elves can promise better, then they would be easily swayed.”

      “We should let my father know so he can rally the people back to his side.”

      “I am sure word will come to him, and he will take appropriate steps, Dana. My job is to keep you safe, now, and to teach you what I can about your magic,” Arianna said.

      I looked down at my horse’s bobbing head. “I feel helpless watching from the sidelines.”

      “Most people would be happy to be out of harm’s way.”

      “Well, I’m not most people.” I pouted.

      “That’s clear.” Arianna laughed.
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      We reached Wilderfield late that afternoon, and nature had reclaimed some areas of the homestead in the weeks we’d been away.

      The horses loved the tall grass in the paddock, while Arianna moaned about the tall grass, and the weeds, in front of the house.

      The flower beds, and vegetable patches, sprouted weeds as tall as our knees, and birds had eaten all the tomatoes.

      Archimedes, the magpie, had made a collection of items ~ from pieces of wire to stained spoons ~ and placed them on the doormat by the front door. He now waited for us, cawing happily.

      “Looks like we have our work cut out for us,” Arianna laughed.

      It took us until nightfall to take care of our fourteen horses and to bring in all the goods we’d brought.

      Tired and hungry, we all sat at the kitchen table eating rations from our packs. We could cook tomorrow.

      We dragged ourselves off to bed ~ I got to sleep in the same room I had slept in before ~ and, tired as I was, I laid awake thinking for a long while.

      At the beginning of spring, the elves began targeting the palace. Their dark magic attacks caused some damage but achieved little. They eventually brought in an army to attack, and during that attack, stole the stones.

      So, why attack with magic in the first place? Was it to sow discord within the court? If so, then they certainly had achieved that.

      Now that they had some of the stones, they were certainly more powerful than they were before. I still didn’t understand how they used the stones like that.

      Although we had defeated the elves in the woods, it hardly meant the war was over. They still had the stones, and they kept attacking. My father had no choice but to send his army to Raven Hall.

      I turned onto my side, staring out of the window at the dark sky.

      What was the elves’ plan by turning the whole of Wiltera against us? Did they need more soldiers?

      How many elves lived in Raven Hall? Elothrien looked to be a large city. Not as big as Draeguard, but large enough to make a difference. It was difficult to tell as the city was built into the forest.

      I’d learned about population count during my homeschooling, and the elven numbers had always been vague. Aladrien was said to be old ruins, and I now knew the castle to be flourishing.

      Elothrien remained as closed-off to foreigners as Draeguard. I’d never thought of Draeguard’s decision to hide from the rest of Wiltera as strange until now.

      What was Draeguard hiding?

      I turned onto my back, staring at the dark ceiling.

      Arianna kept herself hidden here at the homestead. Although I knew the reasons why, it made me wonder how many others were out there in Wiltera who lived amongst us unseen.

      Could they see us? I shuddered at the thought.

      And, what was that Arianna had said about the planets aligning with the moon? The moonclaven. The elders and mages were preparing a ceremony for it, as it was an event that only happened every ninety-eight years.

      Would this event influence my moon magic? Or, worse, would it impact the strength of the moonstones?

      I sat up in bed, running my fingers through my hair.

      So much still didn’t make sense. How was my father supposed to win with so little information? Or, did he know more than I did?

      After everything we’d been through, I was still over-thinking everything.

      I shook my head and laid back down, pulling the blanket up to my chin.

      If only there were someone out there we could go to for help.

      I sighed and closed my eyes.
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      The tea on my bedside table was cold when I woke up, but I drank it anyway. I stretched my stiff limbs and smiled at the bright sun through the window.

      Barefoot, I padded to the bathroom. The house was quiet, and I wondered if everyone was still sleeping.

      I changed into a comfortable dress ~ one of the items Rosalie had packed for me ~ and then made my way through to the kitchen.

      I thought I could get breakfast started, but when I opened the door, the mouthwatering aroma of beef roast permeated the kitchen.

      “Ah, Dana, just in time for lunch,” Arianna greeted me.

      “What? What time is it?”

      Arianna laughed. “I brought you tea at eight this morning, but you told me to go away. It’s now nearly two o’clock.”

      Fire singed my cheeks and ears as I stared at Arianna, but she laughed it off.

      “You needed the rest.”

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, helping Arianna clear away the dishes she’d just washed.

      “Thomas went to Wilderfield this morning to buy the meat and fetch the goat, and now Rosalie is helping him rescue the vegetable garden.”

      I paused with a dish in my hand. “I thought this was Wilderfield.”

      “Well, technically, this whole area is called Wilderfield. Not far from here within the forest, there is a little town, which serves as the hub of this area. Not many people know about it, and that’s how they like it.”

      My musings from last night came back to me, and my heart beat faster.

      “Why do they like it like that?”

      Arianna turned to me, and her dark green eyes searched mine. “Most of them are like us, Dana.”

      Like us. The plate in my hands shook, and I set it down.

      “Half-bloods? Mixed breeds?”

      “Yes.” Her face softened. “Love falls where it does. You cannot control it with a law. Faced with persecution, these folk have made a life for themselves outside of society. Like me.”

      Not long ago, I had condemned Thomas for being a half-breed. Even now, my brain recited to me all the laws applicable to punishing those associated with this abomination.

      It was so ingrained in me that it had never occurred to me that they were people, too. People that loved each other. Loved each other so much that they would rather break the law than be without the other.

      My heart slowed. My hands steadied. Maybe it was time a royal rose to change the law. Perhaps, that royal needed to be a half-breed, too.

      “I’d like to visit, sometimes,” I said.

      Arianna nodded. “I’d love to take you.”

      Laughter, and the stomping of feet behind the door, alerted us that Thomas and Rosalie had returned from the garden.

      A moment later, the door opened, and they entered in their socks; their boots left outside on the mat.

      “Morning, Freckles,” Thomas greeted me.

      “Did you sleep well, Ladybug?”

      “Don’t call me that,” I whispered under my breath. “Fine, thank you,” I replied to Rosalie.

      “Lunch is almost ready,” Arianna said. “Get washed up, while Dana and I set the table.”

      “It smells wonderful,” Thomas said, sticking his nose into the air, before marching through to the back.

      Moments later, we all sat around the central kitchen table. I’d put the vase with the flowers Arianna gathered from the meadow this morning on the far end, so we could all see each other.

      Thomas cut the roast, while Rosalie dished potatoes and Brussels sprouts.

      The simple meal made my mouth water, and my stomach growled noisily. Rosalie gave me an extra potato.

      We ate in silence for a while, with only the clatter of cutlery keeping us company.

      “Do you want to tell us what you found out this morning?” Arianna prompted half-way through the meal.

      Thomas wiped his mouth on a napkin. “The giants are working with the elves, and only satyrs are being recruited into the elven army.”

      I dropped my fork. “All of them?”

      Thomas seemed to know what I meant, for he nodded. “Gerald has information that at least eight giants are working with the elves.”

      Eight. My heart pounded. The current population count on giants stood at eleven. They usually kept to themselves and never ventured off their low mountain range to the north. Ever.

      “And why the satyrs?”

      Thomas shrugged. “Fighting ability? Strength?”

      “We need to go back to let my father know.”

      “You know what it took for us to get here. Wiltera is overrun by elves. It is up to your father, now,” Thomas replied.

      “But, what if he marches into an ambush?”

      Thomas reached out and put his hand on mine. “He knows what he is doing. He has a great army at his back. Trust him.”

      Given the current company, the warmth from Thomas’ hand brought heat to my cheeks. I pulled my hand back and picked up my fork.

      “I suppose, but it doesn’t feel right.”

      “I can try to get Archimedes to get the message to him,” Arianna cut in. “It’s about time that magpie earns his living.”

      “He can do that?” I gaped.

      Arianna smirked. “With a bit of magical help, yes.”

      I smiled at her, but as Arianna’s face drained of all blood, an icy shiver ran down my spine.

      Arianna’s chair scraped across the floor. We all looked up at her as she stood, her hands stretched out to the sides, eyes shut tight.

      “Arianna.” Thomas sprang to his feet and ran to be beside her.

      “What’s wrong?” Rosalie asked.

      “Someone’s here,” Arianna whispered between clenched teeth. “They are searching for the magical boundary.”
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      “Is it the elves?” My fork clattered onto my plate.

      “Shh,” Thomas shushed me. “Let her concentrate.”

      Rosalie and I huddled closer as we watched Thomas hover around Arianna as she screwed up her eyes in concentration.

      Beads of sweat formed on her forehead and her outstretched arms shook.

      “From the far side of the paddock,” she managed to say, huffing.

      “How many?” Thomas asked.

      The kitchen began to smell like that moment just after a cloud burst. Ozone, my teacher had called it.

      The hairs along my arms rose to stand erect as the amount of magic in the air rose. My scalp tingled with it.

      “Just one.” She sighed deeply and dropped her arms, falling back onto her chair.

      “Who is it?” Thomas asked.

      “Gerald. It must be important for him to come here. Go. Find out what he wants.”

      Thomas nodded and went to the door to put on his boots. A moment later, he had left.

      “What did you do? How do you know it was Gerald?” I asked.

      “It’s called ‘the sight.’ A good witch should be able to master it in her lifetime.”

      I gaped. “So, could you use it to spy on the elves, then?”

      Arianna laughed. “No, I wish it were that easy. Most witches use it to see who has come to visit before they open the door. To see as far as past the paddock took nearly all my strength.”

      “Oh.” My chest deflated. “What about if we are near enough to the elves? Could you look into their castle or something?”

      “You don’t give up, do you?” She chuckled. “Again, no. The sight only works on things that belong to me. My house, my paddock, my property.”

      No wonder Arianna hadn’t used it while we’d been in Raven Hall. It could have come in handy.

      My heart suddenly pounded at the prospect of what kind of magic Arianna would be able to teach me while I was here. With me being a half-breed, it no longer mattered if she taught me witch magic.

      I grinned. I was half witch.

      Arianna frowned at me, probably wondering what I was thinking.

      “Could you teach me?” I asked.

      Rosalie shot me a look; her brows furrowed over her eyes.

      Arianna kept quiet for so long; I squirmed on my chair.

      “If it’s something you would like to learn, then I am happy to teach you.” She smiled brightly.

      “Ladybug, would it be seemly for you to learn this magic?” Rosalie shot a sideways glance at Arianna. “You are here to learn about moon magic.”

      “And, I will,” I agreed, “but I am also part witch, now, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t learn some witch magic.”

      My lips pulled into a half-smirk, and I looked at Arianna, who chuckled. My body tingled, having spoken the rebellious statement, and the rest of my lunch sat forgotten on my plate.

      Rosalie mumbled and rose from her chair to clear away some of the dishes.

      Just then, male voices drifted to us from outside, and the clip-clop of hooves sounded along the paved path around the house.

      Arianna got up from her chair so quickly; it nearly fell over. “Dana, you need to hide.”

      She waved her hands at me to follow, and my heart raced in my throat. Rosalie stared, then ran after us, as we sprinted down the corridor to the bedrooms.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “No-one ever comes here,” Arianna explained. “I just want to make sure you are safe. Let me find out what’s going on, first.”

      She closed my bedroom door behind her as she left, leaving Rosalie and me sitting on my bed.

      If it was only someone she knew, then why did we need to hide? Did she not want anyone to know we were here?

      I crept to the door and put my ear to it. The bedroom was far down the passage, and I couldn’t hear anything. I now wished I already mastered ‘the sight,’ so I could see into the kitchen.

      The silence drew out, and I paced in front of the door, exchanging glances with Rosalie every few seconds.

      My fingers played with the buttons on my dress on their own accord, and only when one of the tiny things dropped to the floor, did I force myself to stop.

      I clasped my hands in front of me and sat back down on the bed. Rosalie rubbed my arm when we heard footsteps in the passage.

      I sprang to my feet.

      A knock on the door. “May I come in?” Thomas asked.

      I ran to open it.

      “Arianna would like you to come to the kitchen, please.”

      My heart raced as we followed Thomas back down the hall to the kitchen. He entered through the door first, but once I rounded the corner, the visitor was all I could see.

      The tall, burly satyr’s cloven hooves thudded dully on the wooden flooring as he moved around the table.

      He wore a green tunic, belted at the hip, leaving his hairy goat legs bare from mid-thigh. The hair on his head had greyed, but there was a quick sparkle in his eyes as he nodded a greeting to me.

      “Dana, this is Gerald Norrel, leader of the Wilderfield community,” Thomas told me.

      “A pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, Princess,” the satyr replied in a deep timbre.

      “Gerald has some information you should hear,” Arianna said, coming around to my side of the table. “Let’s sit.”

      Once we were all seated around the table, Arianna nodded to Gerald to begin.

      “For years, now, the dark elves have meddled in affairs better left alone. They have woven themselves into communities they have no right to be in, but people have allowed it because the elves pay well.”

      He shifted uncomfortably on his chair, which was not designed for legs such as his.

      “Some people were disenchanted by the fae community because they did little to nothing to stop the elven influence on Wiltera.”

      “We didn’t even know about it,” I interrupted.

      The satyr raised a bushy eyebrow. “The fae are the majority of the population in Wiltera, and your father is the only king in this country. He doesn’t just rule over Draeguard, but over all of us.”

      I hung my head.

      “Anyway,” Gerald continued, “what I am trying to say is that the communities are now divided. The elves have moved into the cities to recruit soldiers, and people are siding with them.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “This isn’t because the elves are promising anything better, but because the fae haven’t offered anything at all. Not for a long while, anyway.”

      “We’ve given them peace,” I disagreed.

      “Be that as it may,” Gerald said, “that’s not something the people can grasp right now. They want something tangible. The elves are offering that.”

      “What are they offering?”

      Gerald shrugged. “I don’t have all the details, but there is talk about land, livestock, and,” he shook his head, “electricity.”

      “Electricity?” I gaped at Gerald. “We have never needed electricity here in Wiltera.”

      “It’s easier for the magical folk,” Gerald replied. “Not all communities have it that easy, and the promise of electricity can be very tempting.”

      Thomas asked, “How would they achieve that without discovery by the humans?”

      “Again, I don’t know, but the people believe it. The point I am trying to make is that the elves are gathering their strength, and the fae kingdom needs to do something about it, now.”

      “My father is already gathering his army.”

      “Arianna told me so, but I don’t know if it will be enough. Rumours are that the elves plan to attack multiple fronts.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t have the timeline, I wish I did, but we think it’s still weeks from now.”

      I clasped my hands over my chest.

      “Give Dana the bad news,” Thomas said.

      I swallowed. What had this been, then? The good news?

      The satyr sighed. “There is a bounty on your head, Princess Dana. The whole country is looking for you. Whatever the elves are up to, they need you out of the way.”

      “What?”

      “You’re safe, here, Dana.” Arianna reached out to take my hand.

      “I found your place, Arianna,” Gerald cut in. “Others might, too.”

      “You knew where to look, Gerald,” Arianna replied, but she frowned.

      Rosalie took my other hand, and we sat in silence for a while. The satyr shifted on his chair again.

      I shivered, suddenly cold, even in the warm kitchen.

      “Can we warn my father, somehow?”

      Gerald nodded. “I have friends in the cities. Give me a token that the message comes from you, and I will make sure it gets delivered.”

      I looked at Arianna.

      “I can get Archimedes to fly to the palace,” she said, “but give your token to Gerald. His men will stand a better chance of catching your father out in the field.”

      I ran back to the bedroom and dug in one of my bags for the pearl hair clip my father had given me for my fourteenth birthday.

      “Take this.” I handed the clip to Gerald once back in the kitchen. “He will recognise it.”

      “I will leave in the morning.” He rose from the table. “If you want my advice, leave Wiltera for a while. You aren’t safe here. It was a pleasure to meet you, Princess Dana.”

      “Thank you, Gerald of Wilderfield.”

      The satyr clip-clopped to the door, where Thomas saw him off, before closing the door behind him.

      “What do we do now?” Rosalie asked.

      “There are few people as well informed as Gerald,” Arianna said. “The elves have been working underground for so long; it has gone largely unnoticed. Now, that they are operating in plain sight, it is causing an uprising.”

      “Do you think he’s right about having to leave?” I asked.

      Everyone looked at me. I shifted on my chair.

      Arianna grimaced. “He might be. This place is well protected, but we’ve seen what the elven sorcerer was capable of.”

      “Do you think he’ll come after me?” I shuddered.

      “I hope not.”

      Thomas came back to the table. “I could take her to Steve.”

      Arianna’s mouth opened, then closed again. Her brows drew together over her eyes as she regarded Thomas with a dark look.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “It’ll be safer than here, right now.”

      “Who’s Steve?” I asked.

      “He’s a friend of mine,” Thomas replied. “We could stay there for a while. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

      “I don’t know, Thomas,” Arianna hesitated. “I have no control there. You’d be completely on your own.”

      “She’d be safe there,” he countered.

      Arianna narrowed her eyes. Goosebumps formed on my arms.

      “I don’t like it,” she said.

      I looked from her to Thomas and back again.

      “Okay,” Thomas said, sighing, “let’s see what the next few days hold. Maybe the danger is not as great as Gerald makes it out to be.”

      Arianna shot Thomas another look. He didn’t flinch, only raised his eyebrows.

      She huffed and turned to the rest of the dishes on the table. Rosalie went to help her.

      “Who’s Steve?” I whispered, following Thomas to the seating area in the dining room.

      He cast his look back to the kitchen before answering me. “It’s someone I know who lives in Oxford.”

      “In the human world?” I caught my breath and nearly fell into my chair.

      “Shh,” Thomas warned,” let’s give Arianna some time to think about it. She’s not fond of England. She says it’s too dangerous.”

      I’d never been, so I had no first-hand experience, but we weren’t ignorant here in Wiltera. Humanology was a compulsory subject at school. How dangerous could a place without magic be?

      Boring, polluted, and noisy ~ those were the terms I associated with the human world.

      “Do you believe everything Gerald said?” I asked, instead.

      “Gerald is a good man. There has been mutual trust between him and Arianna for many years. He told us what he believes to be true.”

      I frowned. “What he believes to be true?”

      “His information might be wrong. His source might be corrupt.” Thomas shook his head. “I doubt it, though. His men are loyal to him. I believe we should act on what he said.”

      “Why does Arianna hesitate?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “You’d have to ask her. Maybe she doesn’t want to leave you out of her sight, again.”

      “She could come with.”

      We both looked over to the kitchen. Finished with the dishes, Rosalie hung the cloths over the chairs to dry. Arianna sat down at the table with a cup of tea, tucking a stray strand of hair back into her bun.

      We looked like a typical, commoner family, waiting for the father to come home from work or something. Grandma had finished the dishes, mum was drinking her tea, and the kids were up to no good.

      I giggled. Thomas looked at me, questioningly.

      “How far away does Gerald live? Is it too late to visit there, today?” I asked.

      Arianna looked up, frowning.

      Thomas answered. “Not far, at all. Half an hour,  and that’s if we walk slowly.”

      “But, I want you back before dark,” Arianna said, setting her cup onto her saucer with a clink.

      “Of course,” Thomas said, then turned to me. “Put your riding pants on; then we’ll take the horses.”

      I grinned and sprinted down the corridor to the bedroom. Most of my bags were still packed, and I had to dig around before I found my riding pants and something suitable to wear with it.

      When I came back into the kitchen, Arianna and Thomas stood facing each other by the door, her right hand gripping his arm.

      “I promise,” he said.

      Arianna nodded. She let him go, then came over to me.

      “It’s not far, and they have protection around their village, as well. But I want you to be careful. Listen to Thomas.”

      “I will.”

      She hugged me, and I sucked in the gentle scent of lavender that always hovered around her.

      Arianna and Rosalie waved as we walked through the door. My stomach gave a strange, little twinge, and my heart grew momentarily heavy as the door closed on my two mothers.

      The moment didn’t last long as we raced each other to the shed to get the saddles, laughing all the way there.

      The horses snorted when we bounded into the paddock, and we had to calm ourselves before we could saddle them.
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      Warm afternoon sunlight filtered through the canopy and bathed the forest path in a pale green light as we headed north into Wilderfield Forest.

      Birds darted across the path, snatching insects out of mid-air. A fox ran along the grassy edge ahead of us for a while, before disappearing back into the trees.

      “Wilderfield is home to everyone who society rejected,” Thomas explained. “They are all like us. Mixed breeds. Try not to stare at some of them.”

      “Are they all darkfae?” I couldn’t believe it.

      Thomas chuckled. “No, not all of them are half-fae. You’ll see. Arianna has helped them for years to maintain their magical boundary. Wilderfield is Wiltera’s best-kept secret.”

      “Had you told me about this a couple of months ago, I would have been obligated to report it,” I confessed.

      “I know.” His face softened, and he reached across to take my hand. “But, you’re not that girl, anymore.”

      The cursed blood shot into my cheeks, and I looked away from him so he wouldn’t see.

      “What’s that?” I shouted.

      I ripped my hand back from Thomas to point ahead of us. As quickly as it had come, the blood drained from my face, leaving it icecold.

      Something furry lay on the path, contorted at impossible angles. Green cloth covered it in places, and beside it rested a leather satchel.

      My stomach turned.

      “That’s Gerald,” Thomas whispered.
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      My sensitive mare threw her head and snorted uneasily, as she felt my shaking hands on her reins.

      She pranced as we approached slowly; the reality of it becoming clearer the closer we came.

      Some of Gerald’s possessions were strewn around him on the path: the satchel, a walking stick, a knife.

      “There was no struggle,” Thomas whispered. “No scuff marks.”

      We halted and got off our horses. They fidgeted, and we held on to their reins as we walked up to Gerald’s prone body.

      “Is he dead?” I asked.

      Gerald’s left arm angled acutely behind his back, his head turned sharply to the right, and I wasn’t sure if satyr legs could bend at such an angle.

      Thomas knelt and put two fingers to Gerald’s throat. I held my breath.

      The seconds drew out, and I heard my heartbeat pulse through my ears.

      Thomas shook his head. “He’s dead.”

      I let out my breath, and an icy shiver washed over me. I stared into the forest around us.

      The afternoon forest still glowed in golden and green tones, peaceful with the sounds of forest life.

      Thomas shifted and drew my attention. He gathered Gerald’s things and handed them to me.

      “We have to take him to his family,” he said. “They have to know.”

      I nodded and put the knife in the satchel, then tied it, and the stick, to my saddle.

      “My hair clip is missing.”

      “What? Are you sure?”

      “Yes. It’s not here.”

      We looked at each other; this could mean nothing good.

      Thomas then walked further up the path, then down. He paused for a moment, lifting his face into the soft breeze. After a short hesitation, he stalked into the forest to our left.

      I could still see him fifty feet in, only he wasn’t looking for spoor on the ground, but staring up at the treetops.

      When he came back, he said, “Someone was there. Up that tree. They would have had a clear line of sight to Gerald. They were waiting for him.”

      “Oh, no. Do you think it’s someone from the inside?”

      Thomas’ nostrils flared. “I don’t think so, but if not, then it means we are compromised. We have to warn the village.”

      “And, Arianna.”

      “I will need help with Gerald. He is too heavy for me. Are you up for it?”

      I froze, hesitant to touch Gerald’s contorted form.

      “Dana.”

      “Alright,” I agreed, swallowing the lump in my throat.

      Thomas handed me his horse’s reins, then bent over Gerald to straighten out his limbs.

      The arm clicked and ground awfully when Thomas moved it, making me gag.

      He then made the dead man sit up and threw his arms over his shoulders.

      “Wait,” I yelled.

      “What?”

      “There is something on his back.”

      Thomas leaned Gerald forward, and we both looked. The green tunic was stained with blood around a short, black shaft sticking out of his back.

      “A bolt,” Thomas said. “He got shot with a crossbow.”

      Who would shoot a man in the back? Cowards. Bile rose to my throat at this coldblooded murder.

      Thomas staggered to his feet with Gerald draped over him. The veins in his neck bulged, and blood rushed to his face.

      “Take the feet,” he huffed.

      With effort, Thomas brought Gerald alongside the horse and threw Gerald’s arms across the saddle. I knew Thomas to be strong, but the satyr must have weighed twice as much as Thomas.

      While Thomas grabbed Gerald’s torso to heave him up, I took hold of his hairy legs.

      The coarse hairs slid through my hands, and I had to adjust my grip. I grabbed Gerald by his knees, or hocks, or whatever they were called, and hoped he would forgive me for my undignified groping.

      Finally, the weight shifted. The torso slid over the saddle, and Gerald balanced out to lie evenly across. I held him by his hooves while Thomas tied him down.

      Thomas paused for a moment after that, catching his breath. Beads of sweat clung to his still red face as he stood bent forward, with his hands on his knees.

      My eyes travelled back to Gerald, and I silently wished him fair travels.

      “Let’s go,” Thomas finally said, taking the reins of his horse from me.

      I walked beside Thomas, leading my horse, as well. If the circumstances were different, this would have been nice.

      As it was, we kept glancing into the trees, expecting an ambush at every turn. Thomas used all his senses to scan the forest ahead of us, and the tension emanating from him made the hairs on my skin stand erect.

      Trickles kept running down my spine, and I turned around often, sure someone was watching us.

      “Were almost here,” Thomas said, taking my hand.

      For once, I held on to him, gripping his hand like a lifeline.

      A haze appeared before us, blurring the trees. I narrowed my eyes, trying to focus, but Thomas gripped my hand tighter and pulled me forward.

      The magic of the barrier flowed through me, momentarily taking my breath away. The horses snorted.

      “It’s always strange the first time, but now that you’ve been shown, you won’t feel it anymore,” Thomas explained. “It’s magic from many different people.”

      The path branched in front of us, and we took the one to the left. It forked again shortly after that, and we went left again.

      Mostly taller redwood trees grew here, leaving the smaller pines behind us. The path wound around the massive red trunks of the trees until we reached a small settlement.

      The wooden cabins sat apart from each other, each with its own vegetable garden around it. Narrow paths crisscrossed the village.

      Chickens roamed freely between the houses, and further along, a fenced-in portion held cows and goats.

      I did not let go of Thomas’ hand. We stopped, and I moved closer to him. The hairs on the back of my neck stood erect.

      “Where is everyone?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know.”

      A fire still burned in a pit to our right. A donkey still plodded in a circle, driving the wheel of a grinder.

      “Do you think the assassin has been here?”

      Thomas let go of my hand, moving forward towards the fire.

      I clasped the reins with both hands, instead, and followed him.

      “Someone was cooking here only moments ago,” he said. “I think they ran when they saw us coming.”

      I stared around the ghost town.

      “It’s Thomas. Thomas Denson,” he shouted

      I startled; my heart galloping a mile a minute.

      “We mean no harm.”

      We walked the horses between the cabins at a slow pace. Thomas repeated his name every minute until we reached the end of the village.

      I wanted nothing more than to leave, and the longer the silence around us continued, the more I fidgeted.

      Then, some faint shouts went up from our left. We turned to look.

      “Gerald.” The woman’s voice cracked on the single word.

      “Hally, no.” The man’s voice sounded urgent.

      A woman came running towards us in a flurry of skirts, her pinned, dark blue hair coming loose in her dash. Several men followed her.

      “Gerald,” she called again, a quiver in her voice.

      She reached us, and Thomas caught her. He held her as she reached out with both arms towards Gerald, her pale-green heart-shaped pixie face contorted in agony.

      “Gerald.” A heart-wrenching wail escaped her. “Let…me…go.”

      “Hally, I’m so sorry.” Thomas held her tighter.

      She buried her face into Thomas’ shoulder, her chest heaving.

      The three men reached us ~ a satyr with the face of an elf, a pixie with legs like a satyr, and a dwarf with fae ears.

      I tried not to stare; I really did.

      “What happened?” the satyr-elf asked.

      Thomas spoke over Hally’s head. “We found him on our way to you.” He motioned with his head towards the cabins. “Why are you hiding?”

      “That’s why,” the dwarf-fae spat, pointing at me. “People have been threatening us. If we don’t hand her over, they will start killing people.”

      I staggered back, ice running through my veins.

      “What?” Thomas asked, Hally still in his arms.

      She now sniffed and looked up, leaving Thomas to go to Gerald. “He went to see you, didn’t he?”

      “Yes.”

      I held on to Lazuli, clinging to her as if she could make it all go away.

      The satyr-elf grumbled. “You need to leave. Our people are scared. These dark elves have powerful magic if they can find us. We cannot help you, Thomas.”

      “Or, we could turn them in,” the dwarf-fae mumbled under his breath.

      The pixie-satyr stomped on the dwarf-fae’s foot, then dragged him away.

      “Thank you, Cain,” Thomas said. “I am sorry for your loss.”

      Cain, the satyr-elf, nodded brusquely and then helped Thomas heave Gerald off the horse. They laid him on the porch of one of the cabins, and Hally was instantly by his side.

      I shuddered at the sight of Gerald’s dead body in Hally’s arms. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to see your loved one like that. What if I found my father, or Thomas, like that?

      “We need to leave. Now.” Thomas grabbed me by the elbow and steered me away.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      We mounted our horses, even as the people of the Wilderfield community came out of hiding. Most bore scowls on their faces and weapons in their hands.

      “Ride,” Thomas hissed.

      We put our heels to our horses, and they sprang away at a canter. The beauty of the forest was lost on us as we guided our horses along the winding path between the trees.

      I looked over my shoulder, but no-one followed us. My heart beat in rhythm with my horse’s hoofbeats, and I couldn’t calm it.

      “Would they have hurt us?” I shouted across to Thomas.

      “Some might have.”

      We left the winding path behind us and settled into a steady canter along the straighter road home.

      Although still only afternoon, the light had faded from the forest around us. Gone were the pale green highlights between the trees and the golden dust motes.

      A chill crept over me, and I urged Lazuli to greater speed. Thomas must have felt the same, for he stuck with me, keeping pace.

      We raced along side by side when Thomas suddenly grabbed my reins and yanked both our horses sharply to the left.

      Their heads flew up, and they swerved sideways, almost throwing me from the saddle.

      At the same time, two solid thuds hit the tree along the path a few feet in front of us. I stared at the two crossbow bolts.

      “Ha,” Thomas yelled, slapping my horse on the neck.

      She jumped forward, and we raced off at a gallop. Running low along the path, the horses stretched their legs. Thomas kept shouting at them.

      Tiny sparkles of fae magic jumped between the horses as I encouraged them to give their all. I didn’t dare look behind us.

      We thundered out of the forest and across the meadow. Thomas turned east, away from the homestead, creating a wide arch around it.

      He now kept glancing back, riding further and further around Arianna’s property; I guessed he was trying to mislead any followers.

      White lather covered the horses’ necks when we eventually reined them down to a trot and guided them towards home. Their heads hung low, and their nostrils bulged as they drew breath.

      Arianna and Rosalie sprinted towards us; they must have seen our head-long dash around the property.

      “Thomas,” Arianna shouted when we were still fifty feet away, “what happened?”

      “They killed Gerald,” Thomas said, jumping off his horse.

      All blood drained from Arianna’s face, and her features darkened. She balled her hands into fists.

      “See to the horses.”

      She turned and stomped back towards the house.

      “Are you alright?” Rosalie asked.

      I nodded, and Rosalie followed Arianna back across the meadow.

      “Come,” Thomas said, and I followed him quietly to the stables.

      I would have loved to spend the rest of the afternoon brushing the horses down; the familiar smell of hay and horses a comfort to me.

      My heart raced when we entered the kitchen, and the two women sat silently at the table.

      The dark look remained on Arianna’s face, and one finger tapped continuously on the wooden surface.

      “Take a seat.”

      I swallowed, pulling the chair back with a shaking hand.

      “Tell me what happened,” Arianna demanded.

      I looked at Thomas, and he squeezed my hand under the table.

      “We found Gerald on our way there. Shot in the back with a crossbow. We put him on my horse and took him to Wilderfield.”

      Arianna’s tapping stopped.

      “The people hid when they saw us coming. Only when Hally recognised Gerald, did the mayor and his men come out. They won’t help us anymore. They’ve been told to hand Dana over, or people will be killed.”

      Arianna blanched further. She looked from Thomas to me and back again.

      “Who chased you?”

      “Cain told us to leave. Not everyone would have been so friendly. We were halfway home when I heard a crossbow fire. It only just missed us. That’s when we raced home.”

      Rosalie clasped a hand over her mouth. Arianna slammed her fist on the table. I jumped.

      “Did Cain say who threatened them?”

      “Dark elves,” Thomas growled.

      Arianna sighed, closed her eyes, and put her fingertips to her temples.

      “Dana’s hair clip is missing.”

      Arianna’s face darkened. “You kids pack your bags. I’ll take you to the well, right now.”

      I wondered what she meant, but her tone stabbed right into my heart.

      “Come,” Thomas said softly and tugged on my shirt to follow him.

      Once in the passage, I asked, “Where are we going?”

      “She’s sending us to the human world. It will be safer there, for now.”

      “What? No? I can’t leave here.”

      “Dana, if you stay, you are not only endangering yourself but others, too.”

      I stared at him, my stomach knotting with the turmoil of my emotions. How could I leave when my loved ones were still in danger, here? What about Arianna and Rosalie?

      “Pack a bag with clothes for a few days. No fancy dresses, okay. Jeans, preferably.”

      “I don’t have jeans.” As if that was my biggest worry, right now.

      Now, he stared at me.

      “Alright, we’ll buy some. Just pack some clothes.”

      He left me standing to go to his room. My hand shook as I reached for the door handle, and I had to sit on the bed for a moment before I was able to pack my clothes.

      The human world. It was because of the human world that my cousin had died. Had Kenya not gone there in the first place, she would not have been killed on her way home. The thought about the human world frightened me more than I wanted to admit.

      And now, the elves were hunting me. I shuddered as I thought about the sorcerer, or Sorena, using me again to make the moonstones work. I had no choice but to go to the one place my entire darkness was built around.

      Taking a few steadying breaths, I pushed the human world to the back of my mind and then packed what little practical clothes I possessed.

      With my backpack strapped to my back, I stepped back into the kitchen.

      Thomas was already there, wearing what I guessed to be jeans and a tight, black t-shirt.

      I gaped at him until Rosalie came up to me and packed some sandwiches on top of my clothes, distracting me from this new, sexy, Thomas.

      “Here is some money,” Arianna said to Thomas. “Do you have everything you need?”

      “We’ll be fine.”

      She gave him a long, hard look. He didn’t flinch.

      “Look after each other.”

      My eyes misted over as Thomas hugged Arianna and then went around to say goodbye to Rosalie. Arianna hugged me, too, before Rosalie took me in her arms.

      “Be safe, Ladybug.” She squeezed me tight.

      Thomas led the way out of the kitchen. Arianna and I followed close behind, walking along the edge of the paddock, due west.

      “Why does this feel so hard?” I asked. “I feel like I am abandoning you.”

      “I will make sure your father knows everything we know. He will be able to make the right decisions based on that. The only thing you can do now is to keep your head down.”

      “I wish I could help.”

      Arianna squeezed my hand. “The only thing that would really help, now, would be another army for your father.” She sighed.

      I hung my head and trudged along behind Thomas and Arianna on a path that skirted a field.

      We didn’t have far to go. Two miles from the homestead stood a disused well. Its broken stones lay scattered around the field.

      “This is it,” Arianna said. “I will try to get word to you when it is safe to return.”

      We embraced again, and then Arianna spoke the words of the spell to bring forth the tear in the fabric between worlds.

      We waved and then walked forward into the shimmer between worlds. Grey wetness awaited us on the other side, and I put up the hood of my coat.

      Pouring rain drenched us the moment we stepped through. Noise all around us. Stench in my nose.

      A shrill sound to my right and awful screeching.

      Two round blinding lights racing towards me.

      “No,” Thomas screamed, grabbing at my coat, but slipping off because of the wetness.

      The lights hit me. My head connected with something hard, and I stared at someone’s face for a fraction of a second, before my world went dark.
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      The cold seeping into my bones warred with the shooting pains in my head. Wetness drenched my body. I shivered.

      From somewhere, a ghostly voice whispered my name. “Dana.”

      I couldn’t open my eyes. So tired. I grimaced as the pain stabbed through my head again.

      “Dana.”

      I tried to blink, and this time, bright lights blinded me. I screamed and threw up my arms to protect myself.

      “Dana.”

      The voice louder now. Arms gripped me.

      Thomas. I firmly shut my eyes and huddled into his chest. His arms closed around me, holding me. I sobbed.

      “Shh.” He stroked my hair.

      “Is she alright?” someone else asked. A man.

      “No thanks to you,” Thomas said harshly. “What happened to the park that used to be here?”

      “Park? They got rid of that months ago. Where have you been?”

      Thomas growled. His chest vibrated against my ear.

      “Look,” the man said, “let me take her to the hospital.”

      I felt Thomas shake his head. “She needs to get out of the rain. Can you take us to an address?”

      I guessed the man must have agreed, for a moment later, Thomas shifted me within his embrace, and the ground disappeared beneath me.

      I threw my arms around him and burrowed my face into his neck.

      “It’s going to be alright,” he breathed.

      The cold rain seeped into the back of my coat, trailing icy fingers down my back. I shivered, even in Thomas’ arms.

      We walked past the man, who held open a low door, and Thomas bent down to gently put me on a seat. It was warm here.

      I didn’t want to let him go, but he only moved me and then scooted up beside me. The man slammed the door shut behind us.

      When the man got in, and the lights within came on again, I saw the steering wheel and the front seats, and I suddenly realised what had happened.

      “I got hit by a car.”

      “Shh, Dana, you’ll be alright. He’s taking us to Steve.”

      Thomas rocked me gently in his arms. So warm now, even with the wet clothes.

      The strange hum of the engine, and the low vibrations of the car, soothed me as the man drove us.

      I kept my face buried in Thomas’ neck so I wouldn’t have to look at the bright lights of the other cars on the road.

      My forehead thudded dully; the shooting pains receding. I probed the spot carefully with my fingers but winced when I touched it. My fingers came away bloody.

      “We’ll get you fixed up. We’re almost there,” Thomas whispered in my ear.

      His breath sent warm shivers along my skin. I closed my eyes; his scent so close, sending bursts of fire into my stomach.

      I snuggled closer, but more pains flared up along my arms as I moved them. I gritted my teeth, trying not to moan.

      The car slowed and then came to a stop.

      “Are you sure you will be alright from here?” the man asked. “I can still take you to a hospital.”

      “No, we will be fine,” Thomas said.

      “Then, take this.”

      The man turned in his seat and held something out for Thomas to take.

      “Take it. It’ll make me feel better.”

      Thomas took it. “Thanks.”

      Cold air blew into the car when Thomas opened the door. He helped me step out into the rain, and I put my hood over my head, while he picked up both our bags.

      Thomas put my arm around his shoulder and then wound his around my waist. He held me firmly as we walked across the road and onto the pavement. With his free hand, he rang a bell of a red-bricked building.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s Thomas.”

      The buzzer sounded, and there was a click in the door. Thomas pushed it open.

      An empty room greeted us, with a set of doors opposite, stairs to the left, and an entire wall of tiny, square metal doors with slits in them.

      Thomas didn’t seem perturbed by this room and made straight for the doors. He pushed another button, which lit up.

      We stood there, and nothing happened. I leaned into Thomas, suddenly tired.

      The doors slid open to another empty room; this one smaller than a closet. We entered.

      The doors closed behind us, and the room moved.

      “An elevator,” I gasped, gripping Thomas with all my strength.

      He laughed. “Yes, an elevator.”

      It came to a stop on the third floor, and my knees buckled. Thomas laughed again, and he helped my wobbly self along the blue-carpeted corridor to apartment number 7.

      A tall bearded man, maybe in his mid-thirties, with shaggy brown hair and glasses, greeted us by the door.

      He flashed us a bright smile until he saw my head.

      “Oh man, what happened?”

      “The site is compromised. She got hit by a car when we came through.”

      “Bring her in.”

      Thomas took me through into the warm apartment and deposited me on a grey couch. Steve must have been sitting there moments before, because he had one of those electronic devices on the glass table, with his half-eaten dinner beside it.

      Some kind of lively music played softly from somewhere, and only three short table lamps provided any light within the living room.

      Rain still drummed against the windows, and it was now completely dark outside.

      “Here we are,” Steve said, coming into the lounge, bringing a green box with a white cross on it with him.

      “Steve, this is Dana. I hoped to introduce you under better circumstances.”

      “Hello, Dana,” Steve greeted me. “Shall we get you fixed up, then?”

      “I’d like that very much, thank you.”

      My smile sent stabbing pains to my forehead, so I frowned, which made it worse.

      “Come,” Steve said, “let me look at that.”

      Thomas moved up to make space for Steve, leaving my left side cold.

      The solution Steve used to clean the wound stung, and I sucked in audibly through my teeth. Thomas reached out to take my hand. I clasped it.

      “You probably have a concussion. I can give you some medicine for the pain, but you will need some bed rest for a few days.”

      I looked at Thomas out of the corner of my eye as Steve put a bandage around my head.

      “Are you hurt anywhere else?” Steve asked.

      “Uhm.” How could I tell them that everything hurt, right now? I had pain in every part of my body.

      “Where, Dana?” Thomas encouraged me.

      “My arms, my legs. And, my hips, too.”

      Steve nodded; his expression so neutral I could not read what he was thinking.

      “Let’s have a look, then.”

      “What?” My voice rose several octaves.

      “You don’t have to get undressed all the way,” Steve said. “Just show me where it hurts; otherwise I can’t help you.”

      “Dana, Steve is a nurse. You can trust him. I’ll go take our bags to the bedroom, so long.”

      My heart raced, and I wound my arms around my torso. Even that simple movement caused twinges along my ribs.

      I looked at Steve’s kindly doe-brown eyes behind his round spectacles. I noticed he had faint freckles around his nose, too. He wore pleated pants and a white shirt, and everything about him screamed ‘safe.’

      Did I want to be alone with him? Or, did I want Thomas to see me half-naked? My stomach somersaulted.

      Suddenly, my skin tingled with blue magic. Thomas and Steve moved away from me, staring.

      “What’s happening?” Steve asked.

      “It’s her magic,” Thomas whispered. “Dana, what are you doing?”

      Blood rushed in my ears. I didn’t want anyone to see me without my clothes on, not even a nurse. My magic trembled through me, and I could have sworn it touched all the places where I hurt.

      “Dana,” Thomas repeated.

      Heat flushed through my body. It enveloped my sore ribs, caressed my bruised flesh ~ the magic healed me.

      When the magic finally abated, I stood there, blinking, taking deep breaths. I still had a headache, but the body aches were nearly gone.

      “Can I put on some dry clothes, please?”

      The two men stared at me. Thomas recovered first, having seen my magic in action before.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Almost good as new.” I gave him a half-smile. “Still have a headache, though.”

      “Did you heal yourself?” Steve asked.

      “Yes,” Thomas answered for me. “It’s her moon magic that does that. I have never seen her use it like this, though.”

      “Amazing,” Steve breathed. “We’ll just watch your concussion for a few days, then.”

      Thomas draped his arm around me and led me to a bedroom so I could change.

      Two single beds occupied most of the bare room. I took off my shoes, but then quickly stepped off the cold tiled floor and onto the fluffy beige rug in the centre of the room.

      A tall mirror hung on the opposite wall to the beds, and once naked, I looked at myself.

      Some light bruising indicated where I’d made contact with the car and the road, but my magic hopefully prevented them from going black and purple.

      My bag sat next to the bed by the window. Although wet on the outside, it had kept my clothes dry.

      I guess I must have landed on the bag after my collision with the car, for the sandwiches were a squished mess within their wrappings.

      I dumped them on the bedside table, then found myself something to wear for the night. It proved difficult. Looking at Thomas’ bag by the other bed, I guessed he would be sleeping there.

      I could hardly wear my short nightdress now. Besides, my body still ached a bit, even though it was mostly healed, and I was still cold from the rain.

      I settled for my black tights and threw over a jersey. Finally, I wrapped the spare blanket from my bed around my body. In my socks, I left the room to find Thomas and Steve in the kitchen.

      They filled what little space there was in the small room, and I watched them make coffee in a noisy machine from the doorway.

      “Sugar?” Steve asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      Thomas winked at me, making me smile. It was one of the things that made Thomas who he was, and it no longer made me blush. However, his scent still lingered in my nose, and the memory of the rise and fall of his chest against my face, while we drove in the car, was another matter altogether.

      I looked at my feet and stepped out of the way as they carried the cups through to the lounge.

      When I settled back on the couch, Thomas sat beside me. His arm reached up to gently rub my back.

      “How are you feeling now?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      I didn’t want to let him know how tired I really was. Steve had said that was a sign of a concussion. My head still throbbed, even though the cut had closed and stopped bleeding.

      “Thomas tells me it’s your first time here. I’m sorry it started like this.”

      “Looks like I was right not coming here, before,” I said, but smiled to let Steve know I was joking. “The coffee is good.”

      I drank tea, mostly, at home. Although we imported coffee, it was not a drink the fae favoured.

      Thomas stopped rubbing, but his hand remained on my back. He leaned forward to his cup and took a sip.

      “It’s still safer than at home, right now. Steve says we can stay as long as we need to.”

      “That is very kind of you,” I said to Steve, gracing him with another smile.

      The hand on my back travelled up and down my spine. I breathed slowly.

      “Anything for Thomas,” Steve replied. “He’s like a little brother to me.”

      Thomas nodded beside me, and I wondered what their story was. My eyes grew heavy, and I struggled to keep them open. I took another sip of coffee.

      “Once you feel better, I’ll show you around.”

      Thomas applied some pressure to my back, as if to enhance his statement, then continued rubbing.

      “We can go shopping, go to the movies, the museum, or whatever else you want to do. Just for fun.”

      Just for fun? Guilt gnawed at me already, and we hadn’t even done any of those things. Wiltera was at war, and we had run away to have fun.

      I blinked and stifled a yawn.

      “Thomas,” Steve said, “Dana needs to stay awake for a few hours. Those tablets I’ve given her will help with the headache, but I just want to make sure she’s fine before she sleeps.”

      The hand stopped again, and I pouted. Thomas looked at me.

      “Do you feel like playing a game?”

      “A game?”

      War in Wiltera and I sat here playing a game. I thought I was going to be sick. What I really wanted was sleep. I yawned again.

      “Can’t I go to bed?”

      Steve and Thomas looked at each other, and I knew I’d said the wrong thing. I obviously did have a concussion, and my magic hadn’t healed it completely.

      “How about Monopoly?” Steve suggested and got up from the couch to fetch a colourful box from the cupboard.
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      Steve was strict about resting and taking care of myself. Thomas insisted I remained on the couch for days, while he supplied me with Chinese food, pizza, fish-and-chips, and chocolate.

      I must have eaten my bodyweight in foods he thought I should try, and I became the new Monopoly champion.

      After a week of this, I could take it no longer. My head didn’t hurt at all. The weather outside had returned to summer, not that miserable rain during which we arrived.

      “We do need to get you some clothes,” Thomas said, eyeing the dress I wore today.

      It was a simple dress, one of the plainest I possessed, which was why I had packed it. Pale blue, long pleated skirt, and the oval neckline was embroidered with a design of jasmines.

      “Don’t you like this dress?”

      Thomas came to me, took my hand, and then twirled me around.

      “You look stunning, as always,” he said, not letting go of my hand.

      “But?”

      “This isn’t really something a normal British teenager would wear.”

      “You want me to wear those jeans, like you? I’m going to look like a boy.” I laughed.

      “They make them for girls, too.” Thomas laughed with me. “If you’re up for it, we can go today. Westgate Centre isn’t far from here.”

      “What’s that?”

      Thomas chuckled. “It’s a shopping mall. They have tons of different shops there. You’ll love it.”

      We left Steve a note to say we’d gone out. Steve had left early, like he did every morning, to take his shift at the hospital where he worked.

      My hair cascaded in all its curliness over my shoulders as we closed the apartment door behind us. I fidgeted with it some more, making sure my crimson strands covered my pointy ears.

      “I’ll buy you a cap first chance we get,” Thomas laughed.

      We entered the elevator, and it descended to the ground floor, sending my stomach on a somersault through my abdomen. I gripped Thomas’ hand, and he turned to wind his arm around my waist, pulling me close.

      When the elevator came to a stop, my body tingled where it pressed to Thomas. His breath sent shivers along my skin.

      The elevator doors opened, and an elderly lady entered, looking at us with raised eyebrows.

      Blood rushed to my face because of her judging demeanour, and I wriggled free from Thomas’ embrace to dash through the doors. Thomas chuckled as he followed.

      My ears still glowed as we stepped into the summer sunlight. Cars were parked along the edge of the short street, but none were driving. A dull droning noise hung in the air, permeating everything.

      We walked along the pavement towards another street. What had just happened in the elevator? I could still feel my body tingling.

      Our hands brushed as we walked around a dustbin. When we separated again, Thomas gave me one of his crooked smiles. I smiled back, my heart bounding along.

      When we reached the crossroad, Thomas indicated to go across, and we stepped off the pavement between two cars.

      As we stepped into the street, Thomas put his hand into the small of my back to guide me. His hand was so warm; it flowed through me.

      Suddenly, a car hooted beside us. The pain in my head flared up, and flashes of my accident resurfaced in my mind.

      I spun around, my arms tingling with magical energy. I saw nothing but those bright lights from my accident.

      “Dana, no!”

      I screamed as the blue magic flew from my hands. It erupted in electric sparks along my arms, travelled along my fingertips, and shot out like hundreds of whips.

      The car in front of me exploded.
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      Sparks shot high into the sky; their brilliant blue sparkling blinding me.

      I knelt, shaking, my arms still outstretched, staring at the gaping hole in the car that was slowly rolling past me until it stopped.

      The man in the car grasped his steering wheel with a white knuckle grip, staring straight ahead with a deathly pale face.

      As I blinked, the sounds around me reached my ears ~ running footsteps, people shouting, more hooting, tyres screeching.

      Thomas grabbed me roughly by the shoulders. “Run.”

      He dragged me to my feet, and I stumbled after him. My dress swished around my ankles, and I hoisted it up, freeing my legs.

      We darted along the pavement, weaving between people until Thomas shoved me into a narrow alley between houses.

      He pressed me with my back against the brick, then shielded my body with his own by turning himself half towards the opening and half towards me. His one arm rested outstretched on the wall.

      Our chests moved in sync as we caught our breath, but my heart would not slow down as his body once again pressed against mine.

      We waited, but no-one came. Noisy cars with blue lights came passed, and still, no people came looking for us.

      “Let’s go,” Thomas whispered into my ear.

      He took my hand and led me from the alley. Out on the pavement, we blended with the other pedestrians, but Thomas did not let go of my hand.

      I flinched every time a car hooted, or its engine made too loud a noise, but Thomas held me firmly, guiding me.

      We crossed a river and then turned down another street. Once I got used to the noise, I couldn’t stop looking at the city around us.

      “Dana,” Thomas said once there were no people around us, “you can’t use magic, here.”

      I hung my head. “It was an accident.”

      “I know, but you really need to be more careful. This could get you into serious trouble.”

      “I was scared.”

      Thomas squeezed my hand. “But I know that you are brave.”

      I returned the pressure with my own hand, my heart galloping at his compliment.

      “Luckily, no-one got hurt,” Thomas said. “I don’t think the humans knew it was you who caused it; otherwise, they would have come after us.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone.”

      “Dana, I am not trying to make you feel bad.” He pulled me to a stop and turned me to face him, holding both my hands. “The humans have their own justice system, which is bad enough, but if the shifters discover you used magic on the humans, you could be sentenced under pack law.”

      I gaped at him. He’d told me that shifters inhabited the human world because they blended in so well, but I didn’t know they policed it.

      “Alright, I’ll be more careful.”

      “That’s all I ask. I brought you here to keep you safe. Not to endanger you further.”

      He smiled, and his amber eyes softened. My heart skipped a beat. We walked on, still hand in hand, even when we crossed an area where there were no cars.

      I thought the city to be pretty, with its red-bricked houses, but the further we walked from Steve’s apartment, the less I liked it.

      Grey buildings took over, noisy construction sites, broad streets with so many cars.

      I clung to Thomas’ arm as we crossed a major road towards a massive building.

      “This is Westgate,” he said as we entered.

      We stepped into another world full of lights, and people, and noise, and colour.

      I didn’t let go of Thomas as we passed shop after shop, and I stared through the glass fronts at the wares they had to offer. Some of the things I had never seen before.

      “We’ll go in here. Primark.” Thomas pulled me into a shop.

      Clothing for a thousand people hung on display within the shop, and I didn’t know where to look first.

      Thomas steered me towards some tables, laden with jeans.

      “These are for girls,” he explained.

      “How do I know if they fit?”

      “I think you are about a size eight.” He looked over the table, then picked a pair of blue jeans. “Try this one. The fitting rooms are over there.”

      A grinning female shop assistant with big teeth led me to a cubicle, and I slipped on the jeans under my dress. They sat tight against my skin, tighter than my riding pants, but the waist fit perfectly.

      “They fit,” I told Thomas when I was done.

      He took me back to the table with jeans and picked out the same kind in black, as well.

      “So you have another pair,” he said.

      Next, he searched for t-shirts, blouses, a hoodie, and even socks and shoes. While looking at the socks, my eyes travelled to the underwear.

      “You can get some if you like.”

      Startled, I dropped the shoes from my hands, then quickly bent to pick them up before Thomas noticed the redness in my face.

      “Uhm, no, it’s fine.”

      “I’ll wait over here. Find yourself something nice.”

      He left me standing there, between the shoe department and the underwear department.

      I’d never bought underwear in my life. It was made for me by my royal seamstress. And, it certainly didn’t look like this.

      I turned around to follow Thomas, but he was gone. My heart pounded in my chest as I took a step towards the embarrassing racks.

      “May I help you?”

      My heart dropped out the bottom. I stared at the shop assistant for so long; she eventually raised her eyebrows.

      “Size eight,” I stammered.

      “A set?” she asked.

      I didn’t know what that meant, so I nodded.

      The plump, dark-haired woman led me further into the warren of racks with skimpy panties and lacy items until we came to a stop in front of a stand with just white things.

      She took a hanger from the rack and held it to me. “This one is beautiful. Young, but sexy. It’s definitely your size.”

      “I’ll take it.” I snatched the hanger out of her hand. “Thank you.”

      My nerves failed me, and I bolted. I zigzagged between the racks until I came upon an aisle, and then I stopped to scan for Thomas.

      I stood there, trembling, as I stared around me at the colourful shop that looked the same in all directions.

      “Did you find something nice?”

      I squeaked, then clapped my hand over my mouth. Blood shot back into my face as I turned around to Thomas, then I remembered I still held the underwear and quickly hid it behind my back.

      “Can we go now?” I asked, a slight tremble in my voice.

      Thomas laughed. “Yes, let’s pay. I think that was enough adventure for you for one day.”

      Adventure. Who would have thought the human world would be so difficult to navigate? I’d rather hunt elves.

      We went to the tills but had to stand in line and wait our turn. To my horror, Thomas then handed all the clothes, even my underwear, to the young man behind the counter.

      I half-hid behind Thomas while the man put everything into two packets, and Thomas paid him. Now, two men had laid eyes on my undergarments. Could this get any worse?

      We took a different route back to the apartment, and Thomas bought me ice-cream. A scoop of vanilla and a scoop of hazelnut. Now, here was a human thing I could get used to.

      Thomas took the initiative to hold my hand when we stepped into the elevator. His warm fingers wound through mine, and I momentarily forgot about my ice-cream and the fact the floor moved beneath my feet.

      The right side of his mouth pulled into a half-smile when the doors opened, and he pulled me towards the apartment.

      Why did he keep doing this to me? Why did I let him?

      Steve sat in the lounge when we came in, waving a ‘hello.’

      “There is a message for you,” he said.

      Thomas let go of my hand and dropped the shopping bags on the other couch. From the glass table, he took a folded piece of paper.

      His eyebrows drew together over his eyes as he read the message.

      “Dana. It’s for you, too.”

      My heart thudded. It had to be bad news.

      We sat down on the couch together, and Thomas reread the letter aloud.

      ‘Thomas, I hope you reached Steve safely. Please, enjoy your holiday. Your father has begun his hunt as we thought he would, but he does not have many friends to share it with. The prey is fleet and clever, and there are too many to hunt by himself. I am trying to rally some hunting partners for him, but it is proving to be difficult. We are all safe. Missing you, love, Mum.’

      Thomas sighed. I still stared at the letter. I guessed it was from Arianna, but struggled to understand what it meant.

      “So, Wiltera is at war, then?” Steve asked.

      “Yes,” Thomas confirmed, “and it doesn’t sound good.”

      “I don’t quite understand,” I confessed.

      Thomas handed the letter to me as if that would make me understand.

      “We cannot risk information from Wiltera to cross over into the human world,” Thomas said, “so we speak in code.”

      I looked up from the letter.

      “Your father has gone to war, but there are more elves than he expected. If the fae are to win this, they will need allies. Arianna is doing what she can to convince the people of Wiltera to side with him.”

      I balled my hands into fists, the letter crumpling within them. “We have to go back.”

      “And, do what, Dana?” Thomas asked.

      “We can help.”

      “There is a price on your head.” His voice rose as he rounded on me. “Every elf in the country is looking for you.”

      My nostrils flared as I held his gaze. “We need to do something.”

      “Yes,” Thomas barely restrained himself from shouting, “we can stay here. Safe. Let the adults handle this.”

      My blood boiled. Why was he so stubborn? We’d fought the elves before. We’d been in danger together, and it had been fine, then.

      I knew we could help if we just went back. And, it wasn’t even the fact that I couldn’t feel the moonstones here in the human world that I wanted to go back.

      “I can’t just sit here.” I crossed my arms.

      “That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Thomas spat.

      “Hey,” Steve stood up and waved his hands between us, “time out. I may have a solution for you.”

      Thomas glowered for a moment longer, then sat down on the couch opposite me.

      “What?”

      “I may know of an army that’s always spoiling for a fight,” Steve said, sitting down again.

      I stared at him, but Thomas shook his head. “That’s a risk I’m not willing to take.”

      “What risk?” I asked. Could these people ever not speak in riddles? “If there is an army, we should seek them out.”

      “Dana,” Thomas leaned forward, his hands clasped together, “just forget the idea. They have no reason to help us, so we would endanger ourselves for nothing approaching them.”

      “Who are ‘they?’” I narrowed my eyes, holding Thomas’ gaze.

      “The alpha pack, Dana, the alpha pack,” Thomas said as if that was supposed to mean something to me.

      “Who’s the alpha pack?”

      “Argh.” Thomas stood up, raking his fingers through his hair.

      I looked at Steve, searching for answers.

      “A pack is what we call a family, or community, of wolf shifters,” Steve explained. “Within every country, there is an alpha pack, which gets called upon during times of war to discuss strategy. It consists of all the alphas of every pack.”

      My heart beat faster. If we had an army of shifters on our side, maybe we stood a chance, after all.

      Thomas didn’t think so. “And, who do you think would call these alphas into action? Me? An outcast? Or, Dana? A fae?”

      His icy tone trampled what little hope I’d built up. He glared at Steve, daring him to deny his reasoning.

      “I could do it,” Steve said, reviving the fire within me.

      Thomas gaped at him. “What would you tell them? Go save the fae that persecuted you for centuries?”

      My heart sank again.

      Steve looked at me. “We’d have to find out how good a speaker your princess is.”

      My heart stood still. All blood drained from my face. The room moved around me, and I put my hands down on the couch to steady myself.

      “No.” Thomas rose from the couch and paced in front of the window. “They’ll eat her alive.”

      Was this a figure of speech, or was he genuinely concerned they would eat me? My stomach roiled.

      “Thomas,” Steve stood, too, “give her a chance. There is a fire within her soul that burns for her country, and that will not go down without a fight.”

      I stared at Steve. We’d spoken every evening since we’d been here, but I didn’t know he’d assessed me in any way.

      “Dana needs to be given this chance, or she will never be able to forgive herself for not doing everything in her power to help. It is who she is.”

      “Steve.” There was a note of warning in Thomas’ voice.

      “No, Thomas. You brought her here to keep her safe. That gives me at least some kind of say over what happens here. You have trusted me in the past. Trust me now.”

      Thomas looked at me; the anger gone from his amber eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Dana,” he said softly, then came to sit on the couch beside me.

      I’d never been this confused before. “Sorry about what?”

      Steve remained by the window, folding his arms over his chest.

      Thomas took my hand. “The packs know about the prophecy. Steve told me the night we arrived.”

      “What?” I snatched my hand back. Why had he kept this from me?

      “I didn’t know until Steve told me, I promise. It’s a well-guarded secret. One that only pure-blooded shifters know.”

      I got more confused by the minute. None of this was making any sense.

      “Why? What do I have to do with the packs?”

      Thomas sighed and looked at Steve. He just stood there.

      “The prophecy goes a little differently in the shifter world,” Thomas continued. “A fae will rise above all fae and claim the wolves as alpha. She will lead them into death and glory, in a world as new as morning.”

      As the blood drained from my face, my whole body tingled. Death and glory. I could feel the power of the blue death magic bubbling beneath the surface of my skin.

      Could it be that I would turn into what Arianna had warned me about? Would I do it to save Wiltera? What would happen to me afterwards?

      I didn’t want to become an evil ruler, hated by my people. There had to be another way. The prophecy had to be wrong.

      I shook my head. “If that is what it says, why would you want me to see the alpha pack?” I directed the question at Steve.

      He came to us and sat on the couch opposite.

      “Not everyone interprets the prophecy the same way,” he said, his eyes kind. “Some believe this fae to bring unity and a new world order.”

      “That’s not what it sounds like.”

      “Maybe not,” Steve smiled, “but I am one of those that believe the prophecy to be a good thing.”

      “How would that help me to convince the alphas to assist me?” I asked, sceptical.

      Steve’s mouth turned down in the corners in a suppressed smile, and he chuckled. I frowned, and even Thomas looked at his friend strangely.

      “I may not be who you think I am. I have worked hard to blend in here and forget my past, but my status is still as it was.”

      “What are you saying, Steve?” Thomas asked.

      “Before Lily died, I was alpha of the Suffolk pack and a respected member of the alpha pack.”
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      I went to stand by the window, looking through the pane at the quiet street below.

      Behind me, Steve and Thomas still argued. I wished I could shut them out of my mind.

      “Five years I’ve known you, Steve. You could have told me,” Thomas said, for the third time.

      “It doesn’t matter, now,” Steve said, also not for the first time. “You cannot control what happens to Dana. She needs to make her own decisions.”

      “I’m not controlling her,” Thomas snapped. “What you are proposing is suicide.”

      “The pack aren’t killers, Thomas.”

      “The families aren’t, but you know very well what the alpha pack is like when it gets together.”

      Steve laughed, a rough rasp at the back of his throat. I turned to look.

      “How would you know what the alpha pack is like, Thomas? Have you ever seen them?”

      Thomas’ already red face darkened. They’d been throwing these kinds of arguments back and forth for the last twenty minutes.

      “I know enough,” Thomas said through gritted teeth.

      Steve slightly tilted his head and regarded Thomas through narrowed eyes. He leaned forward.

      “Did some of the alpha chase you away when you were looking for your father?”

      Thomas blanched. “How did you know?”

      Steve sat back and shrugged. “It’s the only way you could have had a run-in with the alphas. I’m sorry, Thomas.”

      I went back to the couch at the sudden change of mood in the lounge and sat down beside Thomas.

      “Let’s just say that most aren’t pleased that I exist,” Thomas said.

      “I bet it’s the same alphas that believe the prophecy to be about doom and gloom.”

      Steve shook his head, sighing deeply.

      “Okay,” he finally said, looking at Thomas, “if you let Dana speak to the alpha pack, I will not only summon them but step-up as a former leader to assist and protect her.”

      My heart raced at the thought, and something snapped within me.

      “What about me?” I yelled.

      They both looked at me, wide-eyed.

      “Do I have a say in this?”

      Thomas opened his mouth to speak. I cut him off.

      “You argue, and make all these plans, but did you once think to ask me what I want?”

      “Dana.”

      “It’s my prophecy,” I snapped. “I get to make the decision.”

      “But…”

      “You think I can’t handle myself in this world. Is that it?”

      “No, but…”

      My face glowed as the blood rushed to my cheeks and ears.

      “I will do what must be done, with or without you, Thomas.”

      The smirk on Steve’s face infuriated me.

      “And, you’re coming with me, Steve.”

      I snatched the shopping bags off the table and stormed off to our room. The door slammed with a satisfactory bang behind me.

      The blood boiled beneath my skin. How dare they assume to make decisions for me?

      I’d been too soft this past week. Lying here on the couch as if I needed looking after.

      It was my own fault. I gave them the impression I was weak and incapable. Well, no more.

      The plastic bags rustled as I shook them out, and the items tumbled onto the bed.

      I’d show them I could handle this world. How difficult could it be? I knew everything in theory; I’d just have to get used to it in reality.

      My blue dress ended up in the corner as I flung it off me. No more little Miss Princess until I was back home.

      I stuck my legs through the blue jeans, put on some socks, and the trainers, and then one of the tops. This one was light grey and tighter than I thought it would be.

      The reflection in the mirror showed me an angry-looking stranger, and I rearranged my features to something that resembled a smile.

      I could do nothing about the red cheeks until I cooled off, so I tied up my hair, took a deep breath, and stepped back out into the lounge.

      “How soon can we see the alphas?”

      Steve, making coffee in the kitchen, dropped the spoon as he stared at me over the counter.

      Thomas jumped up from the couch, open and closed his mouth, and then sat down again, his eyes fixed on me.

      Had I disturbed them? Had they been discussing something I wasn’t supposed to hear?

      “Tea?” Steve asked, smiling. He knew my preference by now.

      “Please.” I walked over to the couch.

      “Uhm, you look nice,” Thomas said.

      “Thanks, although they feel a bit strange. Very tight.” I squirmed.

      Steve chuckled. “It looks very good on you.”

      I frowned. “Then, why is it funny?”

      Thomas reached up and touched my hip. “Because you didn’t take off the price tags. May I?”

      As understanding dawned, colour crept back into my cheeks. Of course, clothing had labels, here.

      It tickled when Thomas carefully tore off the label from the jeans and then the top. I squirmed a bit when he touched the skin around my neck to get to the label; his warm hands sending shivers down my spine.

      When he was done, I struggled to find the rage with which I had stormed out earlier, and I sat down on the couch, sipping my tea in silence for a moment.

      Steve sat opposite, drinking his coffee, while Thomas drank a soda.

      “I’m sorry, Dana,” Thomas finally said. “Of course, it is your decision. I’m just worried, that’s all.”

      “I understand, but I have the whole of Wiltera to think about. The risk is worth it.”

      Thomas looked down at his hands.

      Steve nodded. “I will make contact tonight. We should know within the next few days if, and when, the alphas are willing to meet.”

      “Thank you, Steve,” I said. “And, I am sorry for what this must cost you.”

      His lips drew into a thin line, and he nodded.

      “Let’s cook dinner, and we start making plans tomorrow, how about it?”

      I knew he was distracting from his discomfort about the subject, but I had no right to pry.

      “Let’s do that,” I agreed with a warm smile.
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      I had done nothing but embarrass myself since I had arrived in the human world, and I planned to change that.

      Confidence didn’t just vanish because of a change in scenery. I was still me, and that was good enough in Wiltera.

      While we waited for news from the alphas, I asked Thomas to take me shopping again.

      This wasn’t some vain attempt to make myself look beautiful, but another practice-run to gain confidence.

      I also wanted to get some specific items, if I could, to bolster my confidence further.

      Thomas agreed, but only after explaining how little of the human money we had available. Steve said he could chip in if it were for essentials.

      Well, I decided leather boots and a leather jacket ~ even if they were imitation leather, as Thomas explained ~ were essential items.

      When I stepped out of the apartment for the second time ~ this time wearing human clothes ~ I vowed not to get rattled by the noisy, unfamiliar city.

      As a princess, it had been drilled into me from the moment I could talk not to embarrass myself in public. Tact and diplomacy used to be subjects taught to me by a tutor.

      Besides, I had always been adventurous, and this was just another adventure. If I could crawl through drains under the gardens, I could go shopping in Oxford.

      I asked questions, now, which, in retrospect, I should have done before.

      There were rules on how to cross a road. Once I knew them, I had no difficulty navigating the busy streets with the ugly cars.

      The mall, with its people and bright lights, didn’t startle me, anymore, and I pushed through the crowd as if the space belonged to me.

      Only one thing still sent little prickles of heat to my cheeks ~ Thomas putting his hand on the small of my back every time another man walked past.

      “Why do you do that?” I finally asked him.

      Not that I wanted him to stop.

      “Because of the way they are looking at you.” He smiled.

      His statement and his facial expression were at odds with each other. So, he didn’t like them looking at me, but it made him happy?

      “How do they look at me?”

      Thomas took my hand and pushed me away from him, so he could look at me without letting go.

      “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror? You are stunning.”

      My heart leapt in my chest, and my ears burned like fire within the confines of my hair.

      “I look like a stranger.”

      “Like a beautiful stranger.” He smiled again, and his amber eyes sparkled.

      Thomas didn’t let go of my hand as we carried on walking towards the shop. I warred with myself for a moment, but his warm hand clasped around mine sent tingles along my arm, so I held on.

      Within the clothing shop, Thomas steered me to the shoe section, and I found a pair of perfect boots. Ankle-high, thicker sole than those trainers, and black leather.

      I put them on straight away, and Thomas carried my trainers in a packet, instead. To find a jacket proved more difficult. The human world did not make items the way I imagined them.

      “You’re not going to find a huntsman’s jacket here, Dana,” Thomas laughed.

      I pouted but refused to give up, and we scoured several other shops for a jacket for me.

      “I know what you need,” Thomas finally said, grinning.

      “You know where to find one?”

      “Not exactly.” He squeezed my hand and pulled me along. “You are looking for something to cover you, to protect you. Am I right?”

      “Yes,” I hesitated.

      “Well, then it doesn’t need to be a huntsman’s jacket, but a female human equivalent. Right?”

      My heart beat faster. “Yes.”

      “Alright.” He grinned. “I know where to get one of those.”

      We walked almost the entire length of the mall to get to the shop Thomas had in mind. The moment we stepped in, I knew this shop sold real leather by the smell that permeated everything.

      Jackets, bags, shoes, belts ~ they had it all. I stared wide-eyed at all the beautiful items around me, then frowned when I noticed the price tags on some of them.

      “Thomas, we can’t afford this,” I whispered, knowing how much money we had.

      “I wanted to keep the hundred Pounds the guy that drove into you gave me for emergencies, but I think a leather jacket is a good investment.”

      “What? No.”

      Our whispering got interrupted when a snowy-haired saleslady in an elegant suit approached us.

      “May I help you?”

      “A black cropped jacket for the lady, please,” Thomas said. “No tassels.”

      “Very well.”

      I didn’t know what a cropped jacket was, but when she came back with three different designs of said crop jackets, I needed no further persuasion.

      Long sleeves and cropped to end above my ribs. I picked the one that had press studs at the wrists, a zip, and a broad collar with press studs so it could be folded over.

      “This is beautiful,” I said to Thomas when we left the shop.

      “I am glad you like it. We would not have been able to afford a full jacket.” He laughed.

      We got two Pounds change from buying that jacket. I could only imagine how much a full jacket would have cost us.

      “Thank you, Thomas.”

      He gave me one of his crooked smiles. “You’re welcome. Now, all you need to do is make a pack of wolves follow your lead. Nothing to it.” He winked.

      My stomach dropped out the bottom. I’d pushed the thought to the back of my mind, but I couldn’t avoid it forever.

      I would have to prepare myself. Overcome my fear of shifters, overcome a lifelong mindset, and ignore a centuries-old feud ~ nothing to it.

      I trusted Thomas. And, I now trusted Steve. So far, my personal experience with shifters had been good. I should base my expectations on that, and not on the bias I had been taught.

      We stopped to buy some street food on our way home, and Thomas distracted me with stories of his first times in the human world.

      Had it not been for Steve, Thomas would have been as lost as me. Arianna knew Steve from a long time ago and had asked him to help Thomas in the search for his father.

      Thomas had been here five times; each time spending about a month, hiking through the country to meet with packs.

      “That must have been difficult for you.” This time, I took his hand.

      “Here, they don’t arrest you for being a half-breed, but that doesn’t mean they like you,” Thomas said. “Some packs wouldn’t even see me.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      The muscles in his jaw moved as he ground his teeth. “No matter.”

      “Maybe,” my face lit up, “I can ask around for your father when I meet with the alphas.”

      Thomas stopped to throw the empty packet of his lunch into a bin. I did the same.

      “You would do that for me?”

      “Of course.”

      I smiled at his suddenly pale face and took his hand. It trembled slightly.

      “Let’s go home to see if Steve’s got any news for us,” I said.

      A couple of weeks ago, I would have given anything for a chance to meet my mother. Thomas had no biological parent in his life, so I could only imagine how he felt about it.

      I still didn’t know how to approach the alphas about the war in Wiltera, but asking about Thomas’ father would prove no challenge. I would do it with a glad heart.

      Clouds drew together overhead as we walked along the main road that would lead us to the side street Steve lived on. Thomas looked up, gauging how much time we had before it rained.

      He shrugged. “We’ll make it.”

      As we neared the corner of our street, Thomas hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He pulled me closer to him. “I don’t know.”

      Thomas surveyed the street around us, watched the cars go by, smelled the air.

      Nothing looked out of the ordinary to me ~ cars driving on the street, cars parked along the pavement, a few pedestrians.

      “Let’s just hurry,” he said, pulling me along.

      We half walked, half ran along the pavement. Shivers trailed along my back, making me cast glances behind me.

      A car hooted in the distance. I flinched but didn’t let go of Thomas’ hand.

      Tyres screeched to a halt beside us. Thomas’ head turned to look at the silver car.

      A huge man came barreling out from an alley to the right and smacked into Thomas, pinning him to the silver vehicle.

      I screamed as Thomas’ hand was ripped from mine.

      The doors of the silver car opened. I saw another man before someone threw something over my head, and I could no longer see.

      My hands twisted painfully as they yanked my arms back to tie them.

      I could hear Thomas struggling and then a fist connecting with his body. I screamed through my full-face blindfold, and the magic surged through me.

      “Try anything funny, and we kill this puppy of yours,” a gravelly voice whispered close by my ear.
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      The ties bit into my skin as they pulled tight behind my back. Someone shoved me forward roughly, and I stumbled, unable to see.

      Iron hands grasped my arms and yanked me upright, then dragged me along. A large hand pushed my head down, and then my body got crammed into the car.

      A man slid in beside me; his body too close to mine. My hands bent at an odd angle behind my back, cutting off the blood flow.

      Car doors slammed.

      “Drive,” another man ordered gruffly.

      The car sped off with screeching tyres.

      “Where’s Thomas?”

      “Be quiet.”

      I squirmed on the seat. A burning pain shot through my wrist. I cried out.

      “Shut up, I said,” the man yelled.

      Pain erupted in a flash of bright sparks in my nose. My head slammed back, and my breath caught in my throat.

      Tears shot to my eyes, and warm liquid streamed from my nose, soaking into the cloth covering my face.

      I panted through my mouth, trying not to panic. The men spoke no more, and I concentrated on my breathing.

      Try anything funny, and we kill this puppy of yours. The sentence kept repeating in my head.

      Were these people shifters, too? How else did they know about Thomas? What did they want from me?

      A hundred and one questions chased each other around in my head, none of which I found an answer to.

      I feared for Thomas’ life. Had they killed him? Why was he not with me?

      The pain in my hands eventually became all I could think about. Red-hot needles shot through my wrists; a vice clamped around my fingers.

      I lost track of time as I fought the nausea welling up within me. The men drove on in silence, not speaking once.

      We must have left the city behind us, for we drove for long periods, hardly stopping at all.

      Then, we hit the city again. The noise around the car intensified ~ more traffic, hooting, people. I could hear it as the car crawled along.

      I struggled again, hoping someone on the outside would notice.

      “Help.”

      An iron grip tightened around my throat, cutting off my air. The man leaned heavily against my shoulder.

      “If you don’t shut that face of yours, I will shut it for you. Permanently,” he hissed into my ear.

      My mouth gaped open and shut. I tried to nod my understanding, but his hold was too tight.

      He pushed harder against my throat. Stars danced in front of my vision. My body twitched as I struggled feebly to free myself.

      “Let her go,” someone from the front said.

      The hand fell away. I gasped for breath. It seared my throat.

      Tears burned my eyes as the car drove on. My magic simmered beneath my skin ~ try anything funny, and we kill this puppy of yours.

      The car slowed, stopped briefly, then drove over a bump and stopped again. The doors opened. It smelled like car fumes and oil.

      “Bring her.”

      The man’s large hand wrapped around my arms, and he yanked me out of the car. I screamed as my shoulders twisted.

      “Don’t kill her, yet.” Someone laughed.

      More car doors slammed. Other men’s voices. Shuffling.

      “Thomas?” My heart beat faster.

      “Shut up.” I received another smack in the face.

      “Dana,” Thomas yelled.

      More shuffling. A huff. I guessed they hit him, too.

      My magic boiled. Thomas was here, alive. Even in the dark with the cloth over my head, I could see the blue magic simmering to the surface.

      My hands screamed in pain as the magic took form.

      BANG

      I froze as the echo of the shot vibrated through me. My eardrums rang, and I could hear little else. My magic fled as I cowered in fear.

      “You try that again, and I’ll shoot your dog. Understood?”

      Rough hands made me stand up straight. I nodded.

      “Good. Bring them.”

      I was dragged down some stairs and then pushed into a room. I heard the metallic click of a lock.

      Hinges squeaked, and I got shoved. I tumbled forwards, stumbled over something on the floor, tripped, and then hit my head on something metal as I landed on my knees.

      A gate slammed shut behind me. The lock clicked shut.

      I remained frozen on my knees, my hands pinned to my back. My head throbbed where I had hit it, and the pain in my nose flared up again.

      A sob bubbled up from deep within me. I hunched over further, hanging my head, staring at the blackness of the cloth.

      As the sobs built, I rocked my body. I couldn’t breathe through my nose. Spittle and blood fell from my lips onto the cloth.

      My hands went numb. I heard nothing. I saw nothing. I could do nothing.

      Time stood still for me as the pain in my chest built through the sobs and then abated as the tears dried.

      Constantly breathing through my mouth had dried my throat, and thirst was now my constant companion.

      My legs went numb from kneeling for so long, and I toppled over onto my side. I screamed again as my right shoulder hit the floor.

      Then, silence. I remained like that for an indefinite time, shivering on the cold concrete beneath me.

      Not for the first time I wished I was back in Wiltera, taking my chances with the elves. The human world was cold and cruel.

      Footsteps.

      My heart beat faster.

      Men’s low voices.

      A door opened.

      I didn’t move.

      The voices stopped.

      The lock clicked, and the gate creaked open.

      I tensed.

      Hands grabbed me and made me sit up. I gritted my teeth so I wouldn’t scream at the pain it caused.

      The hands travelled to my head. They tugged at the cloth several times until it was yanked off. I blinked in the light.

      “Welcome back, Princess,” a male voice greeted me.

      My eyes wouldn’t focus. Everything was light and shadows. Movement.

      The hands moved down my arms. The cold steel of a knife touched my skin. I flinched.

      “Hold still.”

      The knife cut through my ties, releasing my arms from the awkward position behind my back.

      My shoulders screamed in pain, and as blood shot back into my hands, they burned like fire.

      I fell over again, sobbing as my useless arms flopped beside me in agony.

      “Clean her up,” the man said.

      The hands pulled me back into a sitting position. I couldn’t breathe as I spat out some blood. My vision came back.

      Iron bars surrounded us, but the gate still stood open. A dark-haired woman came in. She carried a case similar to what Steve had used to patch me up after the accident.

      The hands did not let go of me. The woman ~ human, as far as I could guess ~ started by cleaning my face.

      “Who did this to her?”

      “Just work.”

      The woman’s blue eyes narrowed at the man’s comment, but she continued to swab my face with a cool, stinging solution.

      Every time she moved her hand from my face, I saw blood on the cotton swab. She used several.

      After cleaning away all the blood, a frown settled over the woman’s face. “There was so much blood…” she hesitated, “your nose should have been broken. And all this blood here, where you hit your head, barely even a scratch.”

      My heart raced as I avoided her eyes. “It hurts,” I croaked.

      “Here,” she said and stuck two pills in my mouth.

      The cold water she gave me to drink the tablets with ran down my dry throat, reviving me.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “Alright, enough,” the man said harshly.

      The woman packed her things, and they both left the cage, locking the gate behind them.

      The man, also human, let the woman out, then took a seat on the only chair in the room. He took something out of his pocket, and it lit up when he held it. A phone. Steve had one of those.

      The room was bare besides the cage and the chair. It had concrete walls and a concrete floor.

      Iron bars covered the two short windows that sat high on one side of the room. Some daylight came through the windows, but I could see nothing beyond them.

      I scooted into a more comfortable position. My arms and hands still burned as blood returned to them.

      “What do you want with me?”

      The man looked up from his phone. He wore jeans and a t-shirt, just like Thomas, but he had tattoos all along his arms and a scar across his neck.

      “Quiet.”

      “Where is Thomas?”

      “Shut up, already.”

      “What have you done with him?”

      The man’s jaw muscles worked, and he narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Please, just tell me. How long are you going to keep us here?”

      The man sprang from the chair, covered the distance to the cage in three big steps, reached through the bars, and with his left hand grabbed me by the shirt.

      He yanked me forward until my face pressed against the bars. With his right hand, he pushed his weapon to my temple.

      My heart thudded in my ears as I squinted at the black thing in his hand.

      “I told you to shut up, witch. You speak, I shoot. You move, I shoot. Do you understand?”

      I looked from his hand to his face. His foul breath nauseated me. I nodded.

      The man pushed me backwards, and I landed painfully on my rear. I scrabbled back to the furthest corner of the cage.

      Only once he was seated, and immersed in his phone once more, did my breathing slow. The weapon rested openly on his lap.

      He’d called me a witch. Did that mean he didn’t know I was fae? He knew I could do magic, and he was afraid of it.

      Whoever he worked for had told him only enough to be able to capture me and keep me subdued.

      If I used any magic, they’d hurt Thomas. Simple. I guessed I wasn’t supposed to be hurt, or they wouldn’t have brought in the woman to fix me up.

      But why humans? I thought they weren’t supposed to know about us. Who had hired them? Could it be the shifters? Those that believed the prophecy to mean evil?

      I cowered in my corner, rubbing my wrists where the ties had bitten into my skin. A red ring circled each like a bracelet. Although they were already healing, they were still painful.

      Sounds of traffic filtered through into the silence of the basement, and I strained my ears, trying to pick up any other sounds.

      Nothing happened for a long time, and I shivered as day turned to evening.

      When the man’s phone suddenly rang, it woke me from a half-sleep I must have eventually slipped into, and I struggled to sit up straighter against the bars, listening.

      The man mumbled some kind of agreements and then left the room without even looking at me.

      The light faded completely while he was gone, leaving me alone in the dark within my cage.

      What little light there was came from the two windows. There must have been street lights somewhere, leading me to believe this building to be in a populated area.

      If only I could get out of the cage and through those windows. With the man not here, I could use magic to free myself. But where was Thomas?

      I stood and took a step towards the gate. My shoulders still protested when I held my arms out in front of me, palms up, and summoned forth the magic.

      Blue veins crawled under my skin. The magic fizzled along my arms.

      The door opened with a bang, and the lights came on. Two men rushed in. They had weapons in their hands.

      I adjusted my aim. The magic wanted out. The blast shot forth from my hands at the same time that the men fired their weapons.

      The man on the right got struck by magic and flung against the far wall. Then, their white lightning magic hit me.

      My whole body tensed, and I twisted and spasmed, squirming uncontrollably on the floor, hot, excruciating pain shooting up and down my body.

      My teeth clamped so hard together, I thought they might break. I could do nothing about it. I flopped around like a fish; the white magic burned through me.

      Then, it stopped. Several men rushed in. I couldn’t move.

      “You killed her, you idiot.”

      “No, I only zapped her.”

      They picked me up. The woman came in. She brought a blanket.

      “Clean that up,” someone ordered.

      Another one gagged.

      I knew what I had done. The effect of the death magic still coursed through my veins.

      I closed my eyes while the woman fussed around me. I only zapped her. The humans didn’t have magic.

      “What happened?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

      “That idiot tasered you.”

      “What?” I stared at her blankly, still shaking and twitching from the aftereffects.

      “Electricity. They shot you with electricity.”

      My heart raced from the experience ~ at one point, I thought it might stand still.

      The men worked in the background while the woman brought me something to eat, and then another blanket and a pillow.

      “Your friend is in the other room.” She fluffed the pillow and then put it in the corner. “Everything you do in here, they punish him for later.”

      She placed a water flask next to my make-shift bed.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      The woman’s blue eyes were hard, like she’d seen hardship, but her face softened as she looked at me.

      “There is a bucket in the corner for you to use. I’ll be on watch tonight.”

      They all left, but the stench of the man I had splattered against the wall remained. I stared at the discolouration on the concrete.

      A few minutes later, the woman came back in, carrying a mattress. She switched off the light and sat down in the other corner of the room to stare at her phone.

      Defeated, I sat down on my makeshift bed. Thomas had been through so much because of me. This wasn’t the first time he was tortured.

      He would be better off without me.

      If ~ no, when ~ we got out of here, I’d make my own way. I could not continue to endanger him like this.

      Wrapped in one of my blankets, I huddled in the corner. They obviously didn’t want us dead.

      I guessed that whoever wanted us, wasn’t here, yet. Maybe, we’d meet him tomorrow. I shuddered.

      As my questions chased each other around in my head, my eyelids drooped. I forced myself to stay awake, but my body protested.

      I ached everywhere; as if the electricity had touched every cell in my body. I gave in and put my head on the pillow.

      My mind drifted, seeking blissful oblivion when the night was interrupted by a howl.

      I blinked, rousing myself, and sat up.

      The howl repeated and was then taken up by several others.

      More joined. Closer now.

      A howl outside my window. A shadow. A wolf.

      Arooo
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      Glass shattered. The woman screamed, then the light came on. She stood by the door and stared at me from across the room; her eyes wide and mouth open.

      Men shouted outside the door. The wolves kept howling. Gunshots. The window next to my cage shattered. Snuffling.

      I backed into the corner of the cage. My body tingled with magic. Hairs stood erect all over my skin.

      Running footsteps, growling, and shouting passed the door to the room. The woman cowered back against the wall.

      The magic crawled along my arms and built within my hands. A blue ball grew between my palms, sparks arching around it.

      I aimed, and the ball of energy sailed through the air towards the gate. It exploded with the high-pitched screeching of metal, leaving the bars twisted and deformed.

      With my hands still glowing, I stepped through the opening. The woman backed away from near the door, leaving me free to walk through it.

      I had no idea who the wolves were, but they were attacking the humans; I would make use of the distraction.

      When I stepped out into the bare corridor, it was empty. Sounds of a struggle came from the left, which was where we’d come from when they brought us here.

      I turned right, hoping to find the room they kept Thomas in. Two further doors led off the corridor on the right and one straight ahead, which was open.

      As I put my hand on the handle of the first door, a wolf appeared through the doorway on the left, growling.

      I froze, staring at him. Huge, dark brown, fangs bared. My magic flared up in response, glowing faintly along my skin.

      Another wolf appeared behind him; this one even taller, shaggy, and russet. His deep chocolate eyes fixed on me.

      The other wolf stopped growling, and they both trotted towards me, tails wagging. My heart pounded as I took a hesitant step back.

      They calmly sat down before me. The dark one regarded me with a fixed stare, while the shaggy one panted and looked between me and the door.

      I had my back pressed against the wall now. I could still hear the commotion happening past the stairs. The wolves had me trapped. What did they want?

      The shaggy one got up and scratched on the door, then looked at me again. There was something about those eyes. Those calm brown eyes. It was as if I’d seen them before.

      Even when Thomas was in his wolf form, I still recognised his amber eyes. Did I know this wolf?

      Hesitantly, I reached out and put my hand back on the door handle. The shaggy wolf wagged his tail in excitement. Is that what he wanted? Did he want me to open the door?

      I pushed the handle down and opened the door. The wolves rushed in before me and spread out, rushing through the room.

      Thomas knelt tied up to a post, with his arms at an odd angle above his head. Whoever had guarded him must have left to join the fight.

      The wolves converged on Thomas, sniffing him, yipping, growling. I rushed over.

      “Thomas. Thomas, are you alright?”

      His head hung limply; his chin resting on his chest.

      I put my fingers to his throat. He had a pulse. When I lifted his head, I saw an angry red bump on his forehead.

      “He’s unconscious,” I told the wolves. I knew they’d understand me.

      The shaggy one nodded, and the air around him shimmered. I blinked, trying to focus, even though I knew it was impossible to concentrate on a shifter in mid-shift.

      I took a step back as Steve stood up to his full height, naked like the day he was born, showing off an incredibly toned body. His hair was a mess, and he looked so very different without his glasses. He gave me a lopsided grin.

      My heart fluttered, and I swallowed hard, before quickly looking away. I’d never seen a naked man, before.

      “Let’s untie him,” Steve said. “I’ll have to carry him out of here.”

      I nodded dumbly.

      “Are you hurt?” Steve asked.

      I shook my head.

      Steve made quick work of the ropes and then threw Thomas over his back. He carried him as if he weighed nothing.

      The dark wolf trotted silently behind us as we left the concrete dungeon through the exit on the right.

      We emerged onto a quiet side street. Steve whistled, and after a moment, was answered by several howls.

      “This way,” he ordered and took off at a slow, but steady jog.

      We ran down several streets, all of which were quiet this time of night, and the people that were out paid us little attention. The human world was weird.

      One of those van-type cars waited for us next to a park. Steve opened the back, and someone from the inside helped him put Thomas gently on the floor of the van.

      The dark wolf and I jumped in after, and I immediately went to sit by Thomas.

      “Thank you,” I finally managed to say, looking through the gloom at a spot slightly to the left of Steve.

      “No-one abducts my friends,” Steve replied.

      The other man, who had helped put Thomas in the car, reached over and handed something to Steve. There was a rustle of fabric.

      “Thanks, Paul. Dana, you can look at me again.”

      Paul, who looked dark and mysterious in the gloom of the van, chuckled.

      “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” Steven asked me, now wearing slacks and a t-shirt.

      “I’ll live. What about Thomas?”

      Steve chuckled, but I detected a bitter tone. “You two seem to have a knack for concussions. They struck him hard. I might have to take X-rays.”

      Bone pictures. I’d heard of them. We had other methods in Wiltera, but human medicine had fascinated me in school.

      When the van came to a stop, I expected to see Steve’s apartment but was instead greeted by a big old house surrounded by tall trees. Lights illuminated the wide staircase.

      “Where are we?”

      “You were taken to London, so I asked my good friend Ollie if we could lay low here for a bit. This is his estate.”

      “Ollie?”

      Steve pointed to the dark wolf trotting up the broad steps of the house.

      Other cars pulled up behind us as Paul helped Steve get Thomas to the house.

      The driver of our van, a burly guy in his forties by the name of Hank, and I followed them in, not waiting for the ten, or so, other men that were getting out of their cars.

      “What is this place?” I whispered to Hank as we stepped into the high entrance hall of the house.

      Angels pressed in relief looked down on us from the ceiling, portraits hung in rows on every wall, and an intricately carved staircase led to the next floor.

      “It’s Stapleton Manor,” Hank replied. “It’s one of the oldest estates here in Surrey.”

      It could have passed for a palace given its decorations, gold trims, and carvings. Hank went on to explain that it was a trend back then, several hundred years ago.

      A servant, who did not look surprised to see his master trot past him as a wolf, ushered us in and led us through a long corridor to a sitting room.

      We milled there for a moment, while the servant seemed to dust the bookshelf. I stood, impatiently, next to Thomas, when suddenly the bookshelf moved.

      It slid back to reveal an entrance, which lit up, illuminating a passage. The servant entered, indicating us to follow.

      The short passage led to a room full of equipment, and Steve asked us to stand back. Ollie yipped and left with the servant.

      Paul, Hank, and I watched as Steve carefully removed most of Thomas’ clothes to look at his injuries. Paul helped when necessary.

      Once Steve began to work, I realised what the equipment was. There was even a machine that took the bone pictures, and we had to wait outside for a moment.

      I guessed Steve didn’t want to take pictures of our bones.

      They’d beaten Thomas, leaving him blue and bruised all over his torso. I cringed and remembered the vow I made. It was because of me that these things kept happening to him.

      I was grateful to the shifters that they had come to rescue us, but once Steve called the alphas, I would ask him and Thomas to stay out of my business.

      The astringent smell of antiseptic hung heavy in the air by the time Steve had finished. They moved Thomas to a bed on the far side of the room, covered him with a blanket, and let him rest.

      “He woke up twice,” Steve said, “but I gave him something to help him sleep. His skull isn’t damaged.”

      We left the hidden hospital room and joined with the others, who had gathered in a large lounge area with tall windows, a massive fireplace, and the same gold-trimmed, carved furnishings as the rest of the house.

      A tall black-haired man in a tweed suit leaned against the cold fireplace, speaking to several men lounging on the furniture around him. The adoration with which they looked at him was plain to see.

      “Ollie,” Steve said as we entered, and the black-haired man turned to us, “sorry for the delay. I’d like you to meet Dana, Princess of Wiltera.”

      “Draeguard,” I whispered.

      All eyes turned to us, and I couldn’t stop the rush of blood into my cheeks. Ollie pushed himself off from the fireplace and gracefully sauntered over to us, looking very much like a predator.

      “My Lady.” He took my hand and brought it to his lips. My blush deepened. “It is an honour to meet you.”

      His deep blue eyes fixed mine and held me there. My breath caught.

      Steve cleared his throat.

      Ollie smiled, baring perfectly white teeth. “Steve tells me of your dilemma. It’s about time we had a new adventure around here.”

      He still held my hand. I pulled it back. My blood bubbled beneath my skin, and I found my voice.

      “Adventure? My people are fighting for their lives. This is hardly a game for us.”

      “Ah,” Ollie laughed, “there is that spunk Steve told me about. Of course, it’s not a game. I will personally vouch for the loyalty of the Surrey pack in support of your cause.”

      I blushed anew. “Thank you.”

      “Now,” Ollie gestured towards the centre of the room, and we followed him, “let me introduce you.”

      Steve was suddenly close by my side as I stood face to face with a pack of shifters. The testosterone in the room became a living thing as they vied for my attention, and I clung to Steve’s arm, trying to remember their names, all the while trying to forget the vision of Steve’s naked body.

      Every one of the shifters in the room had darkish hair ~ from hazelnut brown to black. I understood now why Thomas’ blonde hair would attract attention.

      One thing Thomas did have in common with these shifters, though, was the muscular build. I had assumed it was because Thomas worked physically on Arianna’s homestead, but maybe it was merely a shifter trait.

      “Come, Dana,” Ollie took me by my elbow and guided me away from the ravenous pack, “let us talk in private.”

      My heart skipped a beat, but then settled when Steve followed us out of the room.

      We entered a study clad all around in a dark wood. Books filled the shelves, as well as an assortment of objects I failed to recognise at first glance.

      Ollie settled into a leather chair behind a large desk and asked us to sit in the visitors’ chairs before him.

      Thick carpeting muffled our footsteps in this room, and heavy curtains draped the windows. Once the door closed behind us, we heard none of the conversations from the pack in the next room.

      “Let’s get straight to the point, shall we?” Ollie leaned forward over his desk. “What you propose is not going to be easy.”

      I looked at Steve, for although I knew I needed to speak to the alphas, I didn’t know what Steve’s plan was.

      “Have any of your contacts found out anything, yet?” Steve asked.

      Ollie shook his head. “We’ll know soon enough who kidnapped them, don’t worry.”

      Steve’s jaw muscles clenched. “Alright.” He sighed. “War is never easy, Ollie. This prophecy has loomed over our history long enough. Your family have been believers since the beginning. With your influence, we just might stand a chance.”

      “You don’t need to convince me,” Ollie said. “You have my support already. It will take some time to get the alphas together. Some will fight the call. Some will have to be brought in personally. Are you prepared to do what must be done?”

      “I am.”

      “And, Dana?”

      My heart stopped for a second.

      “I can teach her the ways of the packs, but it’s what’s in her heart that will convince them,” Steve answered.

      “What about Thomas? The packs may not look favourably on him.”

      This was my chance. “I don’t want Thomas involved,” I shot out before Steve could answer.

      The two men looked at me, eyebrows raised.

      “He always ends up getting hurt because of me.” I sighed. “This is my fight. He should not have to suffer for it.”

      Ollie fixed his blue eyes on me again, and I couldn’t look away.

      “Dana, this fight is as much his fight as it is yours. Thomas belongs to both our nations. Do you not want there to be peace between shifters and fae?”

      The blood drained from my face as the truth of that hit home. Thomas was half fae, as much as he was half shifter.

      He had a foot in both worlds but belonged in neither. If I could convince the alphas to fight alongside the fae, and thus procure peace between the races, Thomas would finally belong.

      “But….” I could not find an argument against it.

      Steve smiled. “He already knows how to fight, but this time, he won’t do so alone. He’ll have a pack at his back. As it should be.”

      A shiver passed over me, and I knew Steve meant it. Even if Steve no longer had a pack of his own, he considered Thomas to be pack.

      Ollie leaned back in his chair. “You and Thomas will need a few days of rest. Steve and I will make some phone calls to see who is on our side. We should know by the end of the week which packs will need visits.”

      “Thank you. Both of you. For everything.” I reached out and touched Steve’s hand. It was so warm.

      Steve smiled at me; his warm brown eyes crinkling in the corners. A flush shot through me, and I pulled my hand back to fold it neatly on my lap.

      What was it with these shifters that set my heart to racing like this? This was hardly the time or place. Besides, these men in their thirties were far too old for me.

      A beep interrupted my thoughts and saved me from delving further into the subject. I looked up at Ollie, checking his phone.

      “Thomas is awake, and James has arrived with news. Shall we?”

      My heart fluttered in my chest as we exited the study. Most of the pack had dispersed from the lounge, but of those that remained, I only had eyes for Thomas.

      “Dana.”

      The broad smile on his face eased my tension all at once, and I flew into his arms. I didn’t care that the others chuckled softly.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “If you don’t squeeze too hard, I will be fine,” he huffed.

      “Oh, sorry.” I let go, my ears turning a shade of crimson.

      Steve patted Thomas on the shoulder. “Good to have you back.”

      “Thanks for patching me up.” He turned to Ollie. “Thank you for putting us up, Lord Stapleton.”

      “Please, call me Ollie. And you’re welcome.” Ollie gestured for us to sit. “James, will you please tell us what you found out?”

      A brooding man, with dark hair and thick eyebrows, dressed all in black, took his seat beside Hank and Paul, who were the only two who had stayed.

      “I found out who those humans worked for,” James said, “and you’re not going to like it.”
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      I couldn’t believe it. The blood drained from my face.

      “James, are you certain of your description of the elf?” Thomas asked.

      Ollie’s man, James, had been quite clear as to who had been the one who had hired the humans, but I couldn’t fault Thomas for asking. I couldn’t believe it myself.

      “Yes, certain.”

      I nodded. “Then, he is the same, indeed,” I agreed. “He is the sorcerer we fought at Elothrien.”

      Ollie growled. “We’ve had trouble with Eltaor Wranfaren for years. He is breaking our laws by importing forbidden human goods into Wiltera.”

      “Yes, we’ve seen,” Thomas replied.

      “Do you know what he is doing with them?”

      “No, unfortunately not.”

      Ollie balled his fists. “The dark elves have been operating under the radar for a long time, but now they are using magic to get what they want, and they involve humans in their plans. It needs to stop.”

      “Well,” Thomas said, “at least now we know why we were taken.”

      “What does Eltaor want with you?” Ollie asked.

      I sighed. “They are using the moonstones they stole from Draeguard to attack our kingdom. Eltaor believes he can use my strength, or magic, or something, to enhance the magic of the stones.”

      Ollie whistled. “I guess those moonstones of yours are pretty powerful.”

      “They are the source of our magic,” I agreed. “The elves stole four of the twelve, but it’s enough for them to cause chaos.”

      “And,” Thomas chipped in, “there will be the alignment of the planets, soon. We think the elves may be planning something for that event.”

      “Thomas, that is still speculation.” I turned to him. “No-one has been able to prove that the moonclaven has anything to do with it.”

      The shifters in the room shuffled in their seats.

      “The moonclaven?” Ollie asked. “That’s about two months away. It is the most potent event in the shifters’ calendar.”

      “You celebrate it, too?” I gaped at him.

      “Yes, did Thomas not tell you? We celebrate the halfclaven every fifteen years, and the moonclaven every ninety-eight years.”

      I turned to Thomas, frowning.

      “I was six the last time there was a halfclaven. I had no pack to celebrate it with, so,” he hesitated, “I spent a week hiding in the cellar because I didn’t know what was happening to me.”

      Steve reached out to Thomas, growling. “Someone should have been with you.”

      “Alright,” Ollie stood up and paced in front of the fireplace, “now that we have a timeline, we need to hurry things up.”

      “You believe the elves’ plan has something to do with the moonclaven, then?” I asked.

      “Certainly, it does. I am sure of it,” Ollie answered. “They would not let a powerful event like that go to waste. They have the stones, the moon is moving into position, and now all they need is you.”

      I shuddered. It sounded so simple when Ollie said it. And yet, what was it the elves wanted out of all of this?

      “Dana,” I looked up at Ollie, “Thomas, you two get some rest. You’ve had quite a night. I’ll get my guys to contact the packs we know are on our side and bring them in.”

      I blinked and stifled a yawn. My tiredness suddenly weighed on me like a lead blanket.

      We were held in that basement all night and only rescued after midnight. We’d talked all through the rest of the night, and now the first rays of the morning sun streamed in through the window.

      “Thank you, Sir,” Thomas said.

      “The butler will show you to your rooms.” Ollie flicked his right hand. “Harold.”

      The servant silently materialised from the shadows of the corner. He indicated for Thomas and me to follow him.

      “Your bags were brought to your rooms an hour ago,” the butler said. “If you need anything else, just ring the bell.”

      I wished Thomas a brief ‘goodnight,’ then entered the room Harold had allocated for me. Even this guest room wore the same gold-trimmed decor as the rest of the house.

      An enormous bed took centre space, with some chest-of-drawers along the walls. I briefly used the bathroom, then drew the heavy curtains, and took off my boots.

      Jeans and all, I sunk into the bed, and even my worries could not prevent me from falling asleep.
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      The clink of cutlery, accompanied by the often ribald banter of the Surrey pack, filled the spacious dining room of Stapleton Manor.

      As the only girl, I spent most of dinner with my face matching the colour of Steve’s wine and hiding behind my hair.

      Fifteen, including Ollie. From what I’d learned so far, this was a big pack, and this number did not include the wives and kids at home. I’d meet those tomorrow.

      I poked at my peas and watched Thomas dig into his steak as if he hadn’t eaten in days. Most of the guys were already on their second or third piece of meat.

      “Don’t mind them,” Ollie said, who sat to my left at the head of the table. “Most of them have to go back home to their wives tomorrow, so let them have their fun.”

      My ‘it’s alright’ got drowned out by a burst of laughter by the pack, and they banged their fists on the table. The crockery bounced, and I held on to my plate. Ollie laughed.

      “They are good at what they do,” Ollie said when some sort of calm returned. “Ten packs have already pledged their help.”

      “How many packs are there?”

      “In the whole of the United Kingdom? One hundred and thirty-six,” Ollie replied. “One for each county.”

      “And,” Steve cut in, “every alpha of those make up the alpha pack.”

      “Which ones…”

      My question got cut off by a shrill siren. The shifters all dropped their cutlery and turned to look at Ollie.

      At a simple nod from him, the shifters sprang up, chairs toppling, and raced from the room.

      The siren stopped, and Harold came in, carrying a long weapon.

      “Your shotgun, Sir.”

      “What’s going on?” I whispered to Steve.

      “We’re being attacked.”

      “You two,” Ollie turned to us, “go to my study. Lock yourselves in. Steve, come with me. Let’s see who we are dealing with.”

      Ollie took the shotgun, and he and Steve strode from the dining room.

      Thomas and I looked at each other.

      “Miss Dana, Master Thomas,” Harold said, “if you would please follow me.”

      “No, Harold.” I stepped past him. “We can help.”

      We ignored Harold’s arguments as we made our way to the entrance hall. The front door was open, and we could see Ollie and Steve standing at the top of the steps.

      Thomas stopped me from going outside.

      “Wait, they are talking to someone.”

      We peeked around the door.

      From my angle behind the door, I could see two wolves standing on the lawn to the left; their hackles raised and teeth bared.

      Down on the paving of the driveway, a man as big, but as elegantly dressed, as Ollie, took a step forward.

      “Your property is surrounded, Stapleton. Bring her out, and everyone gets to leave unharmed.”

      My skin crawled at the man’s words. Why did the shifters want me?

      Ollie must have been wondering the same. “She is safe with us, Caxton. Why did you bring your pack here to steal her from us?”

      Caxton laughed. “Because I knew you wouldn’t just hand her over if I asked nicely.”

      “You know me so well.” Ollie chuckled. “But, I won’t even hand her over if you threaten me. What do you want with her?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “I think it is since she is my charge now.” Ollie’s arms moved, and his weapon clicked noisily. “Please, get your filthy paws off my property.”

      Caxton raised both his arms. “You will regret this.”

      Ollie took a step forward, and Caxton bared his teeth. He then turned and sedately walked away down the driveway.

      Surrey wolves crawled out of the bushes all around the house as we stepped out through the door. Ollie looked at us through narrowed eyes.

      “Get ready. We won’t have much time.”

      The wolves nodded, and some ran off into the house, while others changed right here, dropping their clothes and turning the air hazy with their shifting.

      “Didn’t I tell you to lock yourselves in the study?” Ollie rounded on us.

      “I am not going to hide while you put your lives on the line for me,” I protested.

      “The prophecy is no good to us if you’re dead,” Ollie argued.

      “She is stronger than you think,” Thomas defended me.

      Ollie growled at him.

      The hairs along my arms vibrated. Only a shifter could make a sound like that, and it was both dangerous and exciting.

      “He’s right, Ollie,” Steve jumped to our defence. “Dana might be an asset in the fight.”

      “I don’t like it,” Ollie growled again, “but we don’t have time to argue. Thomas, you know her abilities. It will be up to you two to defend the manor. Harold will supply you with whatever you need. Do not leave the house. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      It was not what I wanted, but at least I wasn’t locked up.

      Harold led us through to the library, where several shelves had already been moved aside to reveal racks upon racks of weapons.

      The pack armed themselves and then moved out, leaving me alone with Thomas and Harold.

      “I know little of your weapons,” I confessed to Harold. “I know that they are as deadly as a common rifle, but I have never handled one. Is that how wars are fought, here?”

      “Yes, Miss.”

      My stomach knotted, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something would go terribly wrong tonight.

      Thomas shouldering what he called an automatic rifle sickened me.

      Harold had just fastened this black vest around my midriff when we heard the first shots ring out. I never knew them to be that loud.

      Thomas and I ran to the window. Harold, cocking his weapon ~ for I knew now that’s what it was called ~ ran for the door.

      Even in the human world, the sun only set late during the summer months, and now, at seven in the evening, it was still light outside.

      From the library window, we could see towards the stables and the garages, across the yard. Nothing moved.

      “Come.” Thomas pulled my sleeve.

      More shots rang out as we crossed the entrance hall and then ascended the stairs. We hurried along the corridor and into one of the many bedrooms. This one looked out over the front of the house.

      One lone figure huddled behind a tree along the driveway, sending a shot towards the gate at irregular intervals.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked.

      “The property is too big for us to see everything. There are too many trees.” Thomas growled, and even in this situation, I could not suppress the tingling shiver.

      “How many do you think there are?”

      “It’s Caxton’s guys,” Thomas said, his mouth pulling down in the corners. “He’s alpha of the East Sussex pack, but I bet he’s brought his brother’s West Sussex pack along, too. With their women, there could be forty of them out there.”

      My heart sank. We stood no chance against that many. Why would the shifters be this divided? What had I done that they hated me so much?

      I flinched as gunshots sounded closer to the house. We looked back out of the window and saw Hank run across the yard.

      He was almost across when two wolves jumped out of the bushes and attacked him.

      I clamped my hand over my mouth, while Thomas opened the window and aimed his weapon.

      We could hear the growls, and Hank’s cussing, from up here, but Thomas couldn’t get a clear shot as the man grappled with the wolves.

      One of the wolves yipped sharply as Hank kicked it in the stomach. It rolled to the side.

      The other bit into Hank’s arm and worried it viciously, pulling Hank over. Thomas fired a shot, hitting the dirt behind the wolf.

      Hank used the distraction to swing his weapon and smack the wolf over its head. It collapsed silently next to him.

      With his sore arm cradled against his body, Hank levelled his weapon at the other wolf. It eyed him for a moment, then heaved itself to its feet and darted into the bushes.

      “We’ve got to do something.” I got up and paced the room.

      “Dana, you’ve never fought against guns. I can’t risk you going out there.”

      “I don’t understand what is happening, Thomas. I thought we’d be safe, here. Why does Caxton want me?”

      Thomas pulled me down beside him next to the window.

      “I’m sorry, Dana.” He took my hand, instantly distracting me. “I didn’t know it would be like this.”

      I sighed. “I know.”

      “As for Caxton, I don’t think his actions have anything to do with the prophecy,” Thomas growled, and it vibrated through his hand all along my arm. I shivered. “Even those who do not believe would not attack another pack because of it. I think Eltaor is behind this, too.”

      My blood turned cold at the thought. How could one elf have such far-reaching influence? What could he have possibly offered the shifters so they would side with him?

      Shouting and shots close to the house brought us back to our feet, and we looked out of the window.

      Ollie stood in the yard, giving orders. Paul bled from a wound in his shoulder. A still figure lay a few feet from them on the grass.

      “People are dying out there, Thomas.”

      I didn’t know if he was Surrey or Sussex pack, but the fact remained that a shifter had lost his life.

      “They are dying for me.” My throat grew thick as I looked down on the prone figure.

      “There is nothing we can do. Let the pack handle it.”

      “No.”

      Thomas stared at me as I took a step back into the room.

      “How will I convince the alpha pack to believe in me, when I cower here like a scared child at the first sign of danger?”

      I took another step back from the window.

      “I need to show them that I am worth believing in. That I am worth fighting for.”

      “Dana.”

      “They need me now. I need to do this.”

      I turned and left the room. Thomas followed me out into the corridor, and I sprinted down the stairs.

      My arms already tingled with magic when I crossed the entrance hall. The door handle sizzled with blue energy when I touched it.

      I stormed out into the open and raced down the wide steps, Thomas right behind me.

      Shots rang loud all around us. Ollie yelled at us from across the yard. Two wolves crossed the driveway fifty yards away.

      My skin tingled all over my body ~ a sensation not unlike when I had touched the moonstones in the vault.

      The danger of standing in the open fuelled my magic, and I raised my arms above my head. The magic arced between them.

      A shot zinged passed us, and Thomas ducked, yelling at me. Ollie ran towards us. Blue clouded my vision.

      I could contain the magic no longer. I opened my hands, fingers spread, and blue lightning shot high into the air.

      I watched it go up, screaming at it, willing it to go higher. The lightning branched out, thick and blue, and it spread over us like a dome.

      Then, I slammed my arms down.

      Lightning struck all around us.

      Men screamed.

      Wolves yelped.

      The earth shook.
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      Thomas knelt beside me with his arms over his head as the lightning flew from my fingers.

      The power rushed through me, freed me.

      I could see clearly ~ the wolves, the men, the women ~ and I brought it all down.

      Lightning rained down all around us to a cacophony of sounds, but I held steady as the ground vibrated beneath my feet.

      The blue dome spread further until it encompassed all of Stapleton Estate. The sizzling energy wormed itself into all hiding places until none remained.

      When the screams had stopped, and all I could hear was the zapping of the lightning, I looked up at the brilliant light I had created.

      The blue zigzags above me swam in my vision, and as I dropped to my knees, they faded into the sky.

      Strong arms caught me as I toppled over. I saw a tree, upside down, as Thomas laid me on the ground. He, too, was upside down.

      “What?”

      “Shh.” Thomas cradled my head.

      I closed my eyes. So tired. Feet shuffled close to us. Too tired to open my eyes.

      Someone picked me up. Strong arms. I pressed my face into a leather jacket. It smelled good.

      The motion of being carried soothed me, so when I was put down on a hard surface, I protested.

      “Dana, I need to take a look at you.” It was Steve.

      A laugh. “I think she’s fine.” Ollie.

      “Hey,” Thomas grabbed me by my shoulders and made me look into his eyes, “focus on me. Are you alright?”

      “Am so tired.” I blinked.

      They’d brought me to the hospital room. I was fine, really. What about…

      My heart leapt and raced in my chest. I was suddenly wide awake.

      “Oh no,” I gasped. “What about the others?”

      Ollie laughed again. “You certainly showed them.”

      “Did I kill them?”

      “What? No. Stunned them. All of them. My guys are rounding them up, now.”

      I gaped. “And, you?”

      “Didn’t touch us, but then you knew that, right?” Ollie fixed me with his smouldering stare.

      “Um, sure.”

      “Let Steve look you over, and then I’d like a word in my study, please.”

      Ollie looked around at us.

      “Yes, Sir,” Thomas replied.

      After Ollie left, Steve checked me over.

      “I’m fine, really.”

      “I don’t know what you did out there, but it took its toll on you.”

      I lifted my arm so that Steve could remove a device from it.

      “Your blood pressure is low, your reactions are lagging, and I might have to investigate further if the shaking of your hands doesn’t stop, soon.”

      I balled my hands into fists and pressed them onto my lap.

      “Dana,” Thomas came to stand beside me, “I’ve seen you do some incredible things, but never anything like this. Just take it easy, okay?”

      “I will.”

      They helped me off the examination table, and I teetered for a moment as my feet found the ground.

      This would not beat me; I ground my teeth together and found my balance, but still held on to Thomas’ arm as we walked through to Ollie’s study.

      I could not explain to them how I felt. I would not. For the longest time, I had battled to control the urge to use the death power the moon magic gave me. It had frightened me.

      Today, I had found something else. The elation within me at the fact that this didn’t kill, was overruled by such an immense sense of power and superiority, I did not want to admit it. Not to anyone.

      Not even myself.

      It must have been an accident. A fluke. A desperate response to an impossible situation.

      Whatever I was, and would one day be, I did not want to be a ruler who looked down on its people in superiority ~ one who abused her power. I shuddered.

      Ollie looked up from his papers as we walked in.

      “Take a seat.”

      Steve pulled up a third chair, and we all sat in front of Ollie’s massive desk.

      “Caxton’s pack has been apprehended. We’ll send them home with a warning after dark. The message will spread loud and clear.” Ollie grinned.

      I shuffled my feet.

      “It will make the other packs think twice about opposing us. We’ll give them until tomorrow evening to respond to our call. Everyone who hasn’t pledged their alliance by then will get to meet Dana in person.”

      “Didn’t you want to call the alpha pack?” I asked.

      Ollie nodded. “We’ve tried to get the alphas to get together, but most don’t see the situation as a national emergency. Our only option is to bring the individual packs on board, first.”

      With this new power flowing through me, I wanted to tell Ollie not to bother. To keep the shifters safe in the human world.

      I could handle it from here ~ go back to Wiltera alone, take on the sorcerer, eliminate the elves, and take back the moonstones.

      My better judgement kept me from saying something I would regret later, and I wisely kept my mouth shut. I bit my lip, fiddling with my hands.

      I didn’t even know if I could recreate what I had done in the garden. Just because it had made me feel so powerful, it did not make me invincible.

      Tiredness crept back up my spine, and I yawned. If only I could lie down for a bit. Sleep, for maybe a hundred hours or so.

      The men’s lulling voices faded around me, and in the silence, the bottom disappeared beneath me.

      I snuggled into the strong arms that carried me, breathing in the masculine scent. I was lowered onto my bed, and warm breath brushed my face. Soft lips pressed against my forehead, making my heart flutter just before I fell asleep.
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      “I hate missing out on an entire day like this,” I complained to Thomas.

      “You needed the sleep,” he said, ladling more potatoes onto my plate.

      “It makes me feel so weak.”

      Thomas laughed. “Weak? You do remember what you did, right?”

      “Yes.” I sighed.

      Ollie’s entire pack looked at me as if I was some kind of goddess. Or, like they wanted to eat me. I hadn’t decided yet.

      “Eat, Freckles,” Thomas ordered, “you missed two meals. Harold insisted on keeping dinner for you.”

      I was ravenous. Although I tried to pace myself, I was sure I ate like one of the wolves tonight.

      “So,” I said between mouthfuls, “what did I miss?”

      Thomas leaned forward, his eyes bright. “It didn’t take much to convince the Scottish packs to join. All their alphas have agreed to meet. They will be making their way down here. Ollie said it’s because they’re a superstitious lot.”

      I nodded, my mouth full.

      “Two counties in Wales and another five counties from England need convincing. If we cannot do so by tonight, then we’ll go on tour tomorrow.”

      “That’s not too bad, then.” I smiled.

      “Well,” Thomas played with the salt shaker on the table, “the Irish counties won’t agree to anything unless their main alpha, the one from Dublin, agrees to it first.”

      “Oh.”

      “And,” Thomas drew out the word, “of the five counties in England, London is one of them. Ollie says that if we can’t sway him, there is a chance others will renege.”

      I put down my fork, unsure if I was full or if I had lost my appetite.

      “Ollie wants to see London first. He’s hoping that if we do sway him, the rest of England will follow.”

      “Do we really need them all?” I asked. “I mean, if some don’t want to fight with us, then I’d understand.”

      “To Steve and Ollie, it’s more than just adding soldiers to your father’s army.” Thomas put down the salt shaker with a soft thud. “They are fighting to fulfil the prophecy, and for that, they need all the packs to be involved. This is bigger than just you now. Ollie even spoke to Caxton and has convinced him to fight for you.”

      “What?”

      Thomas laughed. “After what you did to them, they wouldn’t dare oppose you, again.”

      I huffed, stuffing another potato in my mouth.

      Thomas raised his hand and brushed my cheek with his fingertips. “I love how your skin does that.”

      I leaned back in my chair and stared at Thomas with wide eyes. “I’m not blushing.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “No, maybe not as often, anymore, but it still looks sexy on you.”

      “You are distracting from the subject,” I protested.

      I stood and motioned to the cook that I had finished eating.

      “Now, if you’re quite finished ridiculing me, can we join the others?”

      Thomas winked at me, so I turned and ignored him.

      Ollie’s pack was in the lounge, planning our tour. I’d walked in on them after I’d woken up, but Steve had chased me out again, saying I needed to eat before I could join.

      “I wasn’t ridiculing you,” Thomas mumbled behind me.

      My lips twitched into a smile.

      When I opened the door to the lounge, the wolf pack fell silent. All eyes turned to me, and I had a distinct feeling that I was dinner. A hot shiver travelled along my spine.

      These things happen when fifteen hot guys look at you at once. I lifted my chin, took a deep breath, and found a place to sit beside Steve ~ much to Thomas’ chagrin, as he had to sit on a stool next to Paul.

      “As I was saying,” Ollie winked at me, “I haven’t seen Lex in almost a year. After he became alpha of the London pack, he changed. He became too arrogant for my taste, so I stopped socialising with him. He can be unreasonable at times.”

      Great! How was I supposed to convince a man like that?

      “The London pack is also one of the biggest, even if their county isn’t,” Ollie continued. “Their numbers stand just over thirty, so be prepared to be bullied when we show up there.”

      Ollie wasn’t making this sound fun at all.

      The shifters around me growled, setting the air to vibrate. My body tingled in the most disturbing way.

      “Dana,” Ollie said, startling me, “this will be a nice test for you. Use that charm of yours on Lex. Practice. The real test will be Dublin.”

      Wonderful. I pouted, and Ollie winked at me, again. My stomach knotted just thinking about talking to these alphas. I didn’t even know what I was supposed to tell them.

      Ollie and the pack continued to make plans until long into the night. The two Wales counties confirmed their allegiance just before midnight.

      In the morning, after only five hours of sleep, we got into a variety of cars from Ollie’s garage and drove out to London.

      I thought I had seen the city, but the closer we got to London, the more I realised how little I’d actually seen.

      Paul, sitting in the front seat, was like a tour operator, telling me the history of every street and building we passed.

      Steve and Thomas sat on either side of me on the back seat of the black Mercedes, grinning like idiots every time I leaned over them to look out of the window.

      We finally arrived at a multi-storey building that looked like it was built only out of tall glass windows and pulled into its undercover parking.

      The smell, car fumes and oil, gave me goosebumps. It reminded me of the night we’d been kidnapped, and I now knew we’d been taken to an undercover parking garage, then, as well.

      “Welcome to Orton Corp,” a young man with white gloves said as he opened the doors for us.

      We entered a shiny foyer with bright lights and mirrors on the walls. James pressed the buttons for both elevators. The orange lights with the ‘UP’ arrows came on.

      A bell tinged, and the arrows on the elevators turned green. The doors opened, and the Surrey pack divided into two.

      Soft, whiny music washed over us as we moved up to the seventh floor.

      When the elevator came to a stop, the wolves around me tensed. I stared at the doors, waiting with a pounding heart for them to open.

      When they did, I was almost disappointed.

      A well-lit and elegantly furnished foyer greeted us. Plush carpeting softened our footfalls, colourful flower arrangements graced countertops, and the crystal chandeliers matched the glossy white furniture.

      A pretty brunette girl in a short pink skirt greeted us and asked us to take a seat while Mr Orton finished his current meeting.

      Two big men in black suits came up with the elevator a few minutes later. As they passed, they both looked at Thomas, and a shudder ran down my back at the venom in their eyes.

      Hank and Paul, who sat next to us, growled, but Thomas waved them off.

      “Leave it, it’s not worth it,” he whispered.

      The suited men took a couple of steps towards us; their narrowed eyes focussed on Thomas, and their nostrils flaring as if they’d caught a bad scent.

      Hank and Paul shot up from their seats at the same time and stood in front of Thomas, facing the suits. Deep growls rose from their throats.

      The hairs on my arms tingled, and I gripped Thomas’ arm as I saw him rise from his chair. I pulled him back down beside me.

      “Who’s the mutt?” one of the suits asked, his lips pulled into a sneer.

      “Ours,” Hank said, taking a step closer to the suit.

      I looked between them when the pink-skirted girl came back in.

      “Mr Orton will see you now.”

      A tense silence hung in the air for a moment, then the suits growled and left the foyer through a door to the right.

      My heart pounded.

      “My apologies,” the girl said. “Please, follow me.”

      Ollie rose, and Thomas, Steve, and I stood, too. I pretended to smooth down my shirt, taking a moment to calm my nerves.

      We’d discussed beforehand who would go in to see Lex. The others had only come as a show of strength ~ something which, apparently, had been a good idea.

      The pink-skirted girl led us along a corridor, the left side of which were the windows to the building.

      I looked down, then grabbed Thomas by the front of his shirt, dizzy.

      “Never look down.” He laughed. “Don’t you know that?”

      Ollie shot us a glance, and Thomas straightened his shirt. We reached a set of white double doors, and the pink-skirted girl pushed them open for us.

      “Oliver Trent Stapleton.”

      A very tall, broad-shouldered man in a blue, pin-striped business suit stood up from behind his desk and spread his arms.

      “It is good to see you again, old friend.”

      Ollie growled. “Sure. Good to see you, too.”

      Lex came around the table, and he shook Ollie’s hand while smacking him on his back with the other.

      “I’m sorry you had to come all the way out here,” Lex continued, “but I am a busy man. I can’t afford to go around chasing fantasies. You understand, don’t you?”

      “I don’t, Lex.” Ollie stepped back out of Lex’s embrace. “I’d like you to meet Dana of Silverstalk, Princess of Wiltera.”

      Draeguard, I thought, but then Lex’s grey eyes caught me, and he stalked around me as if I was prey.

      Thomas and Steve growled, but Ollie put his hand up. My heart fluttered in my chest.

      Ollie cocked his eyebrow at me. Lex admiring my derriere made me shiver ~ and not in a good way.

      I wasn’t some piece of meat this dog could sink his teeth into. Who did he think he was treating me like this? I was the princess of Wiltera.

      “Excuse me,” I rounded on Lex, my long curls smacking him across the chest in the process, “my face is here.”
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      Lex’s grey eyes opened wide, and he raised his eyebrows. A smirk played around his lips, but I wasn’t finished, yet.

      “I did not come here to be insulted by you before you even open your mouth. As an emissary of Wiltera, I expect to be treated with the respect I deserve, and should I find that you do not adhere to correct protocol once you do finally address me, suitable reparations will be exacted.”

      I did not spend years learning the ways of the diplomatic court to let them go to waste, no matter how my hands trembled behind my back as I faced Lex Orton.

      It did not matter that here, in the human world, I was out of place. I was, and would always be Princess Dana, and no-one looked at my rear like it was a steak.

      “Forgive me, Princess,” Lex took my hand and brought it to his face in a pretend-kiss, “rumours have a way of spreading that do not always give their source justice. Please, sit.”

      Lex led the way back to his desk, and I took one of the two chairs in front of it. Ollie took the other. Thomas and Steve were left standing behind us.

      Steepling his fingers in front of him, Lex smoothly continued. “I was expecting a little girl with a big dream. You took me off guard. I hope you can forgive me.”

      With my back straight, and my chin up, I leaned a little forward to look him straight in the face. No matter how intimidating he might be, I knew the protocols.

      “That remains to be seen.” My voice calm; years of training kicking in. “I have been made to understand that the prophecy I am the centre of affects your race, as well as mine.”

      Lex leaned back in his chair, folding his hands. Lex, zero. Dana, one.

      “As someone who has seen the prophecy in action personally, I know the destructive effect it could have if it is not fulfilled. Yet, there are still doubters amongst your people.”

      Lex opened his mouth to speak; a smug smile tugging at the corners of his lips. I forestalled him.

      “Which brings me to our visit.”

      I leaned further over the table towards him, smiling.

      “I was made aware of your ranking within the shifter community, and as such, I could think of no better champion for our cause.” I dropped my voice by an octave. “With your power and influence by my side, nothing could stop us.”

      The mesmerising grey eyes fixed on me, and then Lex leaned forward in his chair to meet me half-way across the table.

      “You want me to be your alpha wolf?”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      He growled seductively. “Deal, Princess.”
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      The soft babble of voices in the coffee shop soothed me as the waitress poured me another tea.

      My shifters hovered protectively around me at the table, glaring at anyone who dared look our way.

      The teacup shook when I lifted it to my mouth. Hot steam rose from it, and I blew to cool it.

      Thomas sat beside me, but I knew he was conflicted.

      They had all been taken aback by my performance in Lex’s office. Even for me, it had been so unexpected that I now had to deal with the consequences.

      Who would have thought diplomatic arrangements like this could be so nerve-racking?

      Ollie understood the necessity of what I had done and knew it was all just for show. Thomas, though, had been cold towards me ever since we walked out of that office.

      Right now, I was too frayed to worry whether Thomas was angry or jealous. My ploy had worked, and Lex was calling a meeting with the English alpha pack right now.

      It would meet at Stapleton Manor in three days.

      I set the teacup down on its saucer with a soft clink. It made sense now that my father had so many advisers and chancellors. If he had to do this all day long, he’d surely go mad.

      A warm hand touched my own. I looked up into Steve’s soft, brown eyes.

      “Calmer, now?” he asked.

      “You must think I am such a silly girl.”

      “The opposite, actually.” He still touched my hand. “You work extremely well under pressure.”

      “I don’t know. I’m a bit of a mess,” I admitted.

      Ollie leaned across, butting in on our conversation.

      “You know, I have never seen anyone confront Lex the way you did and win.”

      Thomas shifted beside me. Steve pulled his hand back.

      “I think I will be fine now,” I said, pushing the rest of my tea into the middle of the table. “We can leave.”

      The rest of the coffee shop looked up when the eighteen of us left our booths. They stared at me ~ the only girl ~ walking with all these sexy men. Who knew what these humans thought?

      The summer air warmed my face as we walked back to the car park, and the rest of the stress melted away.

      I’d done it. Most of the alpha pack would finally get together, and now, with Lex as my champion, he would help me convince them to fight for Draeguard.

      Thomas remained silent during the drive back to the manor, but I couldn’t help him if he didn’t tell me what his problem was.

      Steve told me about Lily ~ his wife who had died five years ago. They had been fated mates ~ which meant the same as soul mates, but even more, something you could not control ~ and she had been a firm believer in the prophecy.

      He had vowed to her before she died that he would do everything in his power should he ever find himself in a position to make this prophecy come true.

      Although Steve had never stopped believing, he had never thought it would happen in his lifetime.

      “I am honoured to be part of your quest, Princess Dana,” he finally said.

      If I thought back to just a few months ago, I would not have imagined my life would take such a turn.

      We celebrated my sixteenth birthday during a blustery cold winter solstice in December. My father had made a fuss, and the whole palace had celebrated with me.

      Fast forward three months, and during the spring equinox, my blue magic showed up for the first time.

      Around that same time, the attacks on the palace started. I had been so afraid of this strange magic of mine, for it let me feel the dark magic that wormed its way through our home.

      No-one else felt it, and I had been too scared to tell anyone. Had I known then, that they blamed my father from the start, things might have turned out differently.

      Now, here I was, several adventures later, at the head of a pack of shifters, trying to save my kingdom. No-one could have foreseen this.

      The human world rushed by in a blur as we drove back to Stapleton Manor. In my short time here, I’d seen so much and wondered why we didn’t have these things in Wiltera.

      On horseback, it would have taken us five hours for the twenty-five miles, but with the car, we reached it in under an hour.

      The pack poured out of the vehicles, and some ran to greet women that awaited them on the wide veranda of the house.

      Thomas stopped me from following them up the stairs.

      “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

      When I turned to look at him, he beckoned me to follow. We walked side by side in silence around the house.

      When we reached the stables around the back, we could no longer hear the elated voices of the shifters, and I went from door to door, petting soft horses’ noses.

      “What do you want to speak to me about?”

      Thomas cleared his throat. I could tell he struggled with the words.

      “I didn’t like the way you dealt with Lex Orton.”

      How to react? In a way, it flattered me that he should dislike the idea I could turn on the charm with another man.

      On the other hand, though, Thomas had hardly any right to tell me what to do or how to behave.

      “It needed to be done.”

      Thomas worked the muscles in his jaw.

      “He looked at you like you were his mate.” Thomas spat the words.

      “It had the desired effect. We got what we wanted.”

      Thomas growled. “He will think he has some right over you, now.”

      “That’s why the Surrey pack will protect me.”

      “Dana,” Thomas growled again, deeper, “do you really think it’s that easy? In Lex’s mind, he has marked you now. You’re his.”

      My hand hesitated on the horse’s nose for a moment. Could he be right?

      “Ollie doesn’t think it is such a big deal.”

      “Because he doesn’t want to scare you.”

      “Thomas,” I turned to face him, “please, don’t blow this out of proportion because you are jealous or something. I have enough to worry about.”

      The moment the words were out of my mouth, I wished I could take them back. Thomas might be half fae, but at that moment, he was all wolf.

      He bared his teeth; a growl building deep in his chest.

      I took a step back. The horse next to us retreated into its stable.

      “I have done nothing but looked out for you this whole time,” he snapped. “If you want me to stop, just say the word.”

      His chest heaved as he glared at me.

      “Thomas, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Now that you’ve met the big dogs am I not good enough for you, anymore?”

      “What? No.”

      “Mind you don’t get bitten, Dana.”

      Thomas growled as he turned and then stomped away without a backwards glance.

      I stood there, blinking, wondering what just happened. My heart beat heavy in my chest, trying to pump the blood that was frozen within my veins.

      He had it all wrong. I wanted to scream after him that Lex’s power and money meant nothing to me.

      That I didn’t care for Ollie’s big estate and fancy cars. None of that mattered to me, for I had all of that at home.

      What did matter to me was his friendship. His strong arms around me when I needed him. His laugh when I embarrassed myself. And, his protection when I was in danger.

      I wanted to call after him, but by the time I found my voice, he had rounded the corner.

      Would he have even listened? Would he believe me?

      He felt betrayed by me ~ he had been my protector, and suddenly he wasn’t. All it had taken was one silly action on my part.

      I had ripped that away from him. For a moment, he had felt important. Like he belonged. Like he was a part of something. And, I had destroyed that.

      It was no wonder, then, that he was so angry with me. He had cause to be.

      Tears stung my eyes as I made my way back around the house. I had to make this right.

      Two boys ~ maybe ten or eleven years old ~ played on the front lawn when I came around the corner. They chased each other with imitation growls, snarls, and intermittent howling.

      “Boys will be boys.” A petite brunette with a short haircut laughed down from the veranda as I climbed the steps. “I’m Sandy, Paul’s mate.”

      “I’m Dana. Nice to meet you.”

      “We already all know who you are, darling,” Sandy said. “You are the most excitement the pack’s had in a long while.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Sandy laughed. “Come, lunch will be ready soon.”

      She whistled for the boys, who noisily darted past us into the house. It was a lot cooler inside, and it took my eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom after the bright sunlight.

      I searched for Thomas, but Sandy pulled me along to meet the wives of the rest of the pack. Mates, as they called themselves.

      Even the kids, of which there were seven in total, wanted a piece of my attention, and by the time we sat around the table at three o’clock, I still hadn’t spoken to Thomas.

      With so many people within the banquet hall of the manor, the meal dragged on until evening. As all the members of the Surrey pack had come for the meal, Ollie took the opportunity to celebrate our success in London.

      More than once did I try to move my way along the table or walk past Thomas during the evening, but every time, I got waylaid, or he had moved.

      By the time I was finally free to speak to him, Thomas had gone to bed.

      It bothered me for the rest of the night that I did not get to speak to him, and it hurt that he had obviously tried, and succeeded, to avoid me.

      I spent the night tossing and turning in my bed, thinking of other things I could have said to him down by the stables.

      In the morning, Thomas did not come down for breakfast. When I asked Harold, he said Master Thomas had breakfast in his room.

      I found Steve on the veranda out back, sitting in the shade of a red-and-white parasol. He sipped tea, while reading a newspaper.

      Nothing could have looked more ordinary.

      “Steve, may I ask you something?”

      “Of course, shoot.”

      “Thomas says that Lex has some sort of claim over me, now. Is that true?”

      Steve folded the newspaper and set it on the cast iron table in front of him. He fixed me with a look of those dark eyes.

      “We would never let Lex claim you, Dana. You’ve got to trust that.”

      My heart raced.

      “So, it’s true, then?”

      “In a way, yes.” He hesitated, but then continued when I narrowed my eyes. “As you are not mated, you can be claimed. And, the proposal you made yesterday could have sounded like you were looking for a mate.”

      “What? That’s ridiculous.”

      “As I said, it’s true in a way. Given Lex’s ego, he probably believes it to be true, but none of us do, so he would have a hard time proving it. Besides, you are already claimed, so his claim would fall away, anyway.”

      I pulled out the spare chair so that I could sit. The gravel crunched underfoot.

      “What do you mean, Steve?”

      My hands fluttered as I wound my fingers together on top of the table.

      “As I said, Dana, if Lex were to announce that he is laying a claim on you, then the Surrey pack would vouch for you. We would not let him claim you.”

      I nodded.

      “The other part.” I frowned. “Where you said I was claimed already.”

      Steve looked at me in silence for a moment; his eyes searching. I could not still my racing heart, and I was sure he could hear it.

      “Dana,” Steve finally said, his voice warm and gentle, “you’ve heard the term ‘fated mate’ before. Just like Lily was my fated mate.”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      “Do you know what it means?”

      “I’m not sure. Not exactly.”

      “In a shifter, it means meeting your life partner, the one that matches your soul, your spirit, and your heart. You don’t get to choose that person. Fate chooses for you, and nothing can break that bond. It’s like you are drawn to that person through an unbreakable bond, and once you have found each other, nothing will ever be able to separate you, again.”

      A shiver danced over my back.

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “You really don’t know?”

      I shook my head.

      Steve reached out to put his hands over mine, which were still knotted together on the table.

      “You, Dana, are Thomas’ fated mate.”
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      How did one respond to that? I certainly didn’t know.

      The last thing I wanted right now was to see Thomas. Just the thought alone set my heart to racing.

      Sure, we’d gotten close, lately. I had loved all the attention he had given me, and I could not deny I had feelings of my own.

      But, fated mate? That sounded so final. So forever. I hardly knew Thomas, and I didn’t know if I was ready for that.

      Three days, Ollie had said. It would take three days for the packs to make their way to Stapleton Manor. Today was day one. How long could I hide in my room?

      I sat here, staring out of the window, under the pretences of feeling unwell. Harold had brought me tea.

      Thomas didn’t come looking for me; I knew he wouldn’t. He was too upset right now.

      By noon, the first cars arrived. Stapleton Manor had a long driveway and ample parking in front of the house, but it soon filled up as the alphas pulled in.

      I’d counted fifteen by the afternoon, but I wasn’t always by the window, so I could have missed some.

      Ollie had said there were one hundred and thirty-six counties in the United Kingdom. That meant as many alphas.

      I could not imagine them all here. Where would they sleep?

      Being alone in the room left me too much time to think. I’d been gone from Wiltera for almost two weeks.

      Was my father safe? Did Arianna get the message to him? Had the elves started the war?

      I always thought my father to be a good and fair ruler. Which, in a way, he was, but he had turned his back on Wiltera and focused his rule on Draeguard.

      When Gerald said Wiltera only had one King, it had shaken me. Could my father really have neglected his people?

      Here, in the human world, everyone called me ‘Princess of Wiltera’. Maybe, there was something to it, after all.

      “Urgh.”

      I stood up from the chair by the window and paced through the room. My trainers hardly made a sound on the wooden floor.

      This had all blown up into something so much bigger than simply going after the elves to retrieve the moonstones.

      I discovered people oppressed by laws that made no sense. People living in fear every day of their lives. I found unrest within my country that had nothing to do with me ~ it was there already.

      Something had to change, and that something wasn’t just getting back the stones. I wished I knew how my magic could help.

      I had no idea what happened the other day in the garden. The magic had taken charge, and I guessed we were lucky no-one got killed.

      A knock on the door startled me, and I stopped pacing; frozen in the middle of the room, and my heart thudded wildly.

      “Miss Dana, will you be joining us for dinner?”

      I took a deep breath. “No, thank you, Harold. Could you bring it to my room, please?”

      “Yes, of course, Miss.”

      The footsteps I had not heard approach, retreated. My heartbeat slowed. I shouldn’t be this on edge, but I was.

      I tried to tell myself it wasn’t just because of Thomas, but the truth was I’d fight a hundred elves before confronting him about love.

      Maybe, that was my solution. I should concentrate on the task at hand. The alphas had come here to meet me.

      If I played it right, they would gather their packs and follow me back into Wiltera to fight for me.

      After several more rounds of pacing, another knock froze me in my tracks.

      “Miss Dana, your dinner.”

      When I opened the door, Harold wheeled in a serving trolley with several dishes.

      “You are missed downstairs,” he said.

      “I’m not ready, yet, Harold.”

      The butler bowed and left, and I lifted the silver lids off the plates to discover what he’d brought me.

      When I looked back out of the window after I had eaten, most of the cars that had arrived during the day, left.

      I worried that they left because they didn’t get to meet me, but surely Ollie would have called me if that was the case. Pacing before the window, I fretted about it until Harold collected the dishes.

      “Why did the alphas leave, again?”

      “They have gone to their hotels, Miss. They will be back tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, Harold.”

      Somewhat relieved, I showered and then resumed my vigil by the window. Bored did not accurately describe my current state. I didn’t think I could spend another day in my room.

      When I woke in the morning, I sneaked down to the kitchen and asked them to bring my breakfast to the patio around the back.

      Here, I could sit in the morning sun, without having to share a table with the rest of the shifters who had decided to stay at the manor.

      The patio nestled in an alcove of blue hydrangeas, and birds nested in the trees nearby.

      I had just finished my breakfast when Ollie walked across the yard towards me. The scowl on his handsome face worried me.

      “We have a problem,” he said, taking a seat at my table.

      “I was hoping for no more of those.”

      “So was I, but I just spoke to Dean O’Connell, and the Irish won’t be coming.”

      “Who is Dean O’Connell?”

      “He is the alpha of the Dublin pack, and what he says goes for the rest of Ireland, too.”

      My heart sank. “Is there nothing we can do about it?”

      If I remembered correctly, Ireland consisted of thirty-two packs. We could ill afford to lose them.

      “He doesn’t believe in you,” Ollie said. “He’s one of those that believe the prophecy is a myth created to sow unrest amongst our people.”

      I nearly choked on my orange juice.

      “That’s exactly what the prophecy said about me ~ that I would come to sow unrest amongst the people. Only that they meant our people. The fae.”

      Ollie gaped at me; then a smile slowly spread across his face.

      “Then, we will use that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Our two versions of the prophecy are almost identical. Surely, that must mean something. If you can convince Dean that he stands to gain as much as you through this alliance, then we might have a chance.”

      My heart sank. “How do I do that?”

      “Dana, we’ve been outcast for a long time. Some of us would like a life in Wiltera. You can make that happen.”

      “Outcasts? I’ve never thought of you like that. I thought you preferred to live in the human world.”

      Ollie laughed. “We are legendaries, just like you. But, because of our history with the fae, no matter how ancient, we eventually retreated from Wiltera.”

      “I think there is a serious gap in my education.”

      “They only teach what they want you to know, darling. It’s not your fault. And, shifters adapt well.”

      “I am sorry, Ollie. I have learned things since this whole thing with the elves started that I am still trying to process. Maybe, the fae aren’t always right.”

      “And, that’s why you are the child of the prophecy.”

      The blood drained from my face. He’d never called me that before. The similarities between the prophecies were startling.

      I took a deep breath and swallowed my misgivings.

      “Alright, let’s go see this Dean.”
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      Thomas briefly looked at me when he got into the car, but after he fastened his seatbelt, he stared out of the window.

      The fact our legs touched disconcerted me, but with three of us on the backseat, I could do nothing about it.

      Steve was to my left, while Ollie was in the passenger seat. Hank drove, like he always did.

      I only had a vague idea how far Ireland was, but I hoped we wouldn’t have to sit crammed into the car for long.

      To my relief, we soon arrived at a place with high fences and security checkpoints. I craned my neck to see where we were.

      We passed some buildings and then drove out onto a wide, open road without any cars.

      “The flight won’t take long,” Ollie said as the car stopped. “We’ll land in Dublin within an hour.”

      Hank got out and opened the back to take out our bags. As the others got out, I sat there, staring at the massive white aeroplane in front of us.

      The only time I had ever thought of flying was when I had dreamed of dragons. They were extinct now, so flying had never been at the top of my to-do list.

      “Dana, are you coming?” Steve ducked his head back into the car.

      The spit stuck in my throat as I tried to swallow. I nodded mutely and climbed out.

      The thing was even bigger from up close, and its steep steps led to a gaping doorway in its side. I followed Steve up.

      A pretty blonde girl in a tight blue outfit greeted us at the top. With a bright smile, she showed us to our seats.

      I didn’t know what I had expected, but I felt safer once I was strapped into the wide leather seat opposite Steve. Across the passage sat Ollie and Thomas.

      Hank popped his head in to let us know the luggage was stored, and then he left. The blonde closed the door behind him before taking a seat right at the back of the plane.

      My breath fogged on the tiny window as I looked out, but I couldn’t see much except that big building we’d driven past earlier.

      Then, the plane moved, and we drove along the empty road, and I could see the tall trees that bordered the tall fence all along the side.

      We moved slowly, and I tried to remember what I’d learned about the humans’ sky transport, but nothing could have prepared me for the sudden roar of the aeroplane’s engine.

      My seat vibrated, and the plane rumbled, and then I got pressed back so I couldn’t move.

      I gripped my armrests with a white knuckle grip, not daring to look out of the window at the speeding ground beside me, but not able to look away, either.

      All at once, my world tilted. Was it dizziness? I still couldn’t move, pressed back and down into my seat.

      My eyes travelled sideways to the window, and the world had disappeared. I dared a closer look and could not comprehend what I saw.

      “Thomas,” I yelled.

      “Dana, is everything alright?”

      I heard the click of his seatbelt, and then he was by my side, holding my hand.

      “Hey, Freckles.”

      “I’m scared,” I whispered, only for him to hear.

      The plane suddenly dipped, released me from the pressed-in feeling, and evoked a brand new swooping sensation of falling.

      I threw my arms around Thomas’ neck and buried my face into his chest. One of his hands stroked my leg, while the plane flew on.

      “Shh, it’s alright. We’ve levelled out now. You’re safe.”

      I looked up ~ first into his gentle, amber eyes, then at Steve, who was looking out of the window.

      My heart still beat like a stampeding herd of horses, but my breathing slowly evened out.

      “You must think I’m so stupid.”

      He shook his head. “This is my fault. If I had not been such an ass, I could have explained all of this to you beforehand. I’m sorry.”

      Thomas, still kneeling in front of me, hobbled a bit closer so the blonde girl could go past. Steve motioned Thomas with his chin and then got up from his chair.

      “No,” I breathed when Thomas stood up and took Steve’s chair opposite me, but then he reached out and retook my hand.

      “I’ve got you,” he promised. “I won’t leave you.”

      Now that my fear was slowly melting away, the logical part of my brain kicked in again.

      Here I was, on a plane, with Thomas holding my hand after I had been trying so hard to avoid him. Yet, his had been the name I called out when I was scared.

      And, he had been right there ~ no matter how angry he had been with me before then.

      “Dana,” Thomas’ thumb rubbed over my skin, “I am sorry I have been such an ass.”

      Startled, I looked up into his face. I’d been the ass. What was he talking about? “What? No.”

      “You are dealing with so much right now. I don’t even know how you are coping with it all,” he continued. “Your prophecy, a new mother, a new world order that sits on your shoulders, and a magic so powerful not even you know its limits.”

      Thomas shook his head, a smile playing around the corners of his lips.

      “Arianna was supposed to teach you, yet, here you are, still figuring it out all by yourself. Dana, you are the strongest and bravest person I have ever met. You did not deserve to be treated the way I treated you.”

      I swallowed hard. We were both leaning forward in our seats, and Thomas still held my hands. The urge to throw my arms around his neck was strong and had I not been restrained with the seatbelt, I probably would have ended up on Thomas’ lap.

      My heart swelled with the way he looked at me, and my stomach swooped in a way that didn’t have anything to do with the plane.

      “I’m sorry, too,” I whispered feebly but smiled. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “Let’s be friends, again, okay?” Thomas winked at me.

      We sat in silence for a while, and I looked across at Steve and Ollie, and, to my chagrin, Steve winked at me, too.

      “Will it also be bad when the plane goes down, again?” I asked Thomas.

      “It’s different when we land, but I’ll explain every step to you, I promise.”

      Thomas told me that the tiny checkered areas down below were fields and that the darker patches were shadows from the clouds.

      We soon flew over the ocean ~ which was amazing, even if it was scary ~ and then the plane descended.

      Thomas helped me through the landing, but now that I expected unexpected things, it wasn’t so bad. Not with Thomas by my side.

      “Dean has agreed to see us,” Ollie said as we climbed into a taxi, “but don’t expect a warm welcome. Just don’t let your tempers get the better of you when his boys get out of line.”

      Steve and Thomas clenched their jaws. I wondered what the problem was between the English and the Irish packs.

      “Where to?” asked the driver.

      “Greystones.” Ollie handed him a slip of paper with the address.

      It took us nearly an hour to drive to the low-set manor clinging to the gentle slope of the mountain, overlooking the sea.

      I could have stood there forever, in the driveway, smelling the salty air, but the fresh sea breeze soon had me shivering.

      Two black-haired shifters in jeans and t-shirts told us to follow them inside.

      On the inside, the manor revealed a modern, open-plan design, and whoever had furnished it, had a taste for furs and colourful rugs and fabrics.

      We waited in a lounge with exquisite carpets, hand-crafted wall hangings, and fur blankets draped over the couches.

      “Dia dhuit, Ollie.”

      The voice of the man who entered behind us sent shivers along my spine ~ and not just because I couldn’t understand him.

      “Dean,” Ollie nodded briskly, “good to see you. It’s been a while.”

      The man with the voice that somehow seemed eerily familiar stalked along the far side of the lounge more like a panther than a wolf.

      He kept his brown hair cropped close to his head, unlike any other shifter I had seen.

      The black-haired men followed their leader and went to stand in the shadows against the far wall when Dean took a seat in what must have been an ancient throne, covered in fur.

      “Let’s not be rude,” Dean said in heavily accented English. “Sit.”

      Ollie took the lead, and we wove between the opulent furniture to find a seat on the couches.

      They were soft and springy, and we sunk in low, putting us at a disadvantage looking up at Dean sitting on his throne.

      Bottled water and glasses stood on a low glass table.

      Ollie frowned, looking between Dean, sitting on his throne, and Thomas and me, sitting on the couch. I wondered what he was thinking.

      “Well, then,” Dean gestured, “introduce this lass that has this grand fairytale for me.”

      I stood up; I wanted to be on even terms with him when I gave him my name. Dean leaned forward and into the light that streamed through the window.

      Our eyes met.

      My heart froze.

      I could not look away.

      Dean’s amber eyes took my breath away.
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      Amber eyes. I took a breath. My heart thudded.

      Those hauntingly familiar eyes searched my face, waiting for me to speak. Dean leaned back on his throne and steepled his hands.

      “Is ye dumb, lass?”

      Dumb? Did he mean mute? The blood boiled beneath the surface of my skin, and the anger would have flushed my face red, had the shock not already rendered it snow white.

      “My voice works just fine, thank you, although my hearing struggles with your accent.”

      Dean stared. My heart stopped for another moment. Why did he do that to me? Then, Dean smacked himself on his thighs and guffawed.

      I let out my breath, but raised my chin and watched him.

      Thomas lacked this man’s arrogance, but those tiny dimples around the corners of his mouth when he laughed…they could be father and son. Goosebumps raised the hairs on my arms.

      The others shifted on the couches behind me, and I wondered if they saw it, too. And, if they did, how did Thomas feel about it?

      I resisted the urge to turn around and tried to remember everything about facing a difficult adversary at court.

      This man looked like he was used to getting what he wanted, and unless I proved to him I wasn’t just a ‘lass,’ he wouldn’t even hear me out.

      No matter how much Dean O’Connell said he didn’t believe in the prophecy, and he wanted nothing to do with us, if he was, indeed, Thomas’ father, there must have been something in his past that drove him to the fae.

      How else had he ended up with my aunt? There was a history there he was trying to hide, to forget, which was probably the reason he didn’t want any part of this now.

      What if I had it wrong, though? What if he was just another shifter that had nothing to do with the fae? Could I trust my instincts?

      Dean wiped a tear from his cheek, still chuckling. The bodyguards behind him watched on, stony-faced.

      “If you are quite finished,” I carried on, looking at him pointedly, “I am Princess Dana of Wiltera, daughter of Coran of Silverstalk, King of Draeguard. I have come to bring the prophecy and unite our people.”

      My heart thudded at my bold statement, but I could not allow this shifter to get the upper hand on me. I needed to get him to say something that would confirm my suspicions. But what?

      Dean’s face rearranged itself into stone. Those amber eyes narrowed, piercing me with their glare.

      “A Silverstalk, eh?”

      “Yes.” I suppressed a smirk, my heart suddenly racing with the idea in my head. “I am the daughter of Danielle of the House of Whiterose.”

      If my mother’s maiden name reminded him of my aunt Eldora, then surely he would be Thomas’ father. Judging by the way his face fell, it worked.

      He suddenly jumped up and took three long strides towards me, his boots thudding loudly on the wooden floor.

      I stood my ground, but barely. All my instincts screamed at me to step back. My heart raced when the alpha of the Irish pack stopped only inches before me.

      The three shifters behind me sprang up from their couches and stepped towards us. They hovered behind me like my own pack.

      “Why have you come here?” Dean spat.

      Well, the name had hit a nerve, of that I was sure.

      Having fought my flight reflex, my fight mode now kicked in. The magic bubbled dangerously beneath my skin, and my breathing came in short gasps.

      I leaned forward, invading his space. My arms raised on either side of me, trailing a glittering fan of blue magic.

      “To show you the truth.”

      I milled my arms further around and then brought them down between us. Dean shot back, his face a mask of horror, and he crashed into his throne.

      The black-haired bodyguards rushed to his side, then turned to me, growling. I pointed two hovering energy balls at them.

      “Wait,” Dean yelled, holding up one arm, palm facing me.

      I let the magic fade and folded my arms across my chest. Behind me, my shifters sat down again. When I looked at then, both Steve and Ollie raised their eyebrows, looking questioningly at Dean. Thomas, on the other hand, only had eyes for me, mouthing ‘are you okay?’ before I turned back to the throne.

      Dean shrugged off the help from his men and retook his seat on his throne. His face composed again, he turned to me.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to listen. I want you to have an open mind and an open heart. And I want you to claim what is rightfully yours. Can you agree to those terms?”

      He regarded me with questioning eyes. “Rightfully mine?”

      “Do you agree?” I insisted.

      He growled, and it raised the hairs on my arms. “Yes, I agree to your terms.”

      I dropped my arms to my side, and my face split into a wide smile. “Wonderful. Now, I’m starving. When’s lunch?”

      You could have heard a pin drop in the silence of the room; then Dean burst out laughing once more.

      “I like you, fiery lass. Liam here will show you to your rooms. Make yourselves comfortable. Food should be here in an hour.”

      “Thank you.”

      I curtsied without breaking eye contact and then walked straight out of the room, leaving my shifters, and Liam, to scramble after me.

      From the entrance hall, the manor house opened up to the guest wing, which held four guest rooms.

      The moment Liam showed me my room, I slammed the door shut behind me and leaned against it.

      With my eyes closed, I concentrated on breathing. On calming my heart. What had I just done?

      We had discussed how this could go. Ollie had given me advice. All of that had turned on its head the moment Dean had looked at me.

      Those eyes. Or, was it all just my imagination? Other people could have amber eyes, right? But, like that? And, the cast of the cheekbones, the dimples, the angle of the nose.

      The way Dean had reacted to Eldora’s surname surely meant something. And, Ollie and Steve had noticed it, too. At least, I thought so, with the way they looked at Dean.

      The door opened silently as I stuck my head out into the hall ~ all clear. I knocked on the next door.

      “Steve,” I whispered.

      “Dana, come in.”

      His bag lay open on his bed, and his shoes stood in front of it. When I looked down, he stood in front of me in his socks.

      “I’m not disturbing you, am I?’

      “No, of course, not. I wanted to speak to you anyway. Are you alright?”

      “I’m not sure. I don’t know what came over me. But, when I saw his eyes, everything changed for me.”

      “His eyes?”

      Steve frowned and then invited me to sit at the table by the window.

      “You didn’t notice, then?”

      “I’m not sure what I saw,” Steve confessed. “I’ve never met Dean, but he looks strangely familiar like I have known him for years. It gives me shivers.”

      “Steve,” I took a deep breath, “I think Dean might be Thomas’ father.”

      “What?” The chair scraped against the floor as Steve leaned forward. “Yes, it makes sense, now. The shape of his face…I’d know it anywhere.”

      “I wonder if Ollie knew.” I shook my head. “Even the timbre of their voices is the same.”

      “While we were sitting there, Ollie said to me that there was something about Dean that he had never noticed before. He said he’ll speak to me about it later. I think he knows, too. Dana, if this is true,” Steve ran his hand through his already unruly hair, “we need to make sure.”

      My stomach knotted, but my mind was clear. “I am sure, Steve. I just know it.”

      With a low growl, the tall shifter stood up. He placed his hands on the windowsill and looked out at the mountain.

      “Thomas has looked for his father for so long. Dean O’Connell. Who would have thought?”

      “What do we do now?”

      “I assume you came to me, first?”

      When I nodded, Steve came to sit down again. Elbow resting on the table, he smoothed down his short beard with his left hand.

      “I think we need to be careful and find out if Thomas has noticed anything, and if Dean knows who Thomas is. We don’t know how either will react.”

      My stomach turned at the thought of them not accepting each other. Thomas deserved to belong.

      “Alright, carefully, it is, then,” I agreed.

      Steve nodded. “Let’s have lunch and play it by ear.” He smiled at me. “I know of no-one better to handle this, than you.”

      Great. What had I gotten myself into, now? As if it wasn’t bad enough I had to convince an entire species of legendaries to fight for me.

      When Liam called us for lunch, I thought I was walking to the gallows, instead of to the dining room.

      “Where were you? I knocked on your door, but you weren’t there,” Thomas whispered to me as we walked down the passage.

      “I went to talk to Steve,” I whispered back. “The meeting with Dean really shook me.”

      Thomas’ face lit up. “You were amazing.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled at him. “Uhm, Thomas?”

      “Yes?”

      “Did you notice anything strange about Dean?”

      “What do you mean ‘strange’? The man is strange.” Thomas laughed. “I was more worried about you than to pay too much attention to him.”

      “Do you trust me?” I asked.

      Thomas’ brows furrowed, and he slowed, turning towards me. “With my life.”

      Liam, who walked several steps ahead of us, stopped and gestured for us to go through a door.

      It led to a rectangular room, with one long side covered in floor-to-ceiling windows facing the ocean. An oval, eight-seater wooden dining room table took centre space.

      “Mr O’Connell will be with you in a moment,” Liam said and left.

      Thomas and I went to stand by the window and admired the view, while Ollie recited the name of the dishes on the table.

      “Have you ever eaten Irish food?” Ollie asked. “It wouldn’t be an Irish meal without the corned beef.”

      He laughed and walked further around the table. Steve poked his head across, inspecting the dishes.

      “There are even pan haggerty potatoes and colcannon,” Ollie said. “And creamed spinach, cheesy cabbage gratin, and Guinness cheese bread. I’m sure Dean didn’t cook all of this himself.”

      “I didn’t,” Dean strode into the room, making us all jump, “which is why it’s edible.”

      We all dutifully laughed at Dean’s joke. Steve and I exchanged a look, and he covertly let me know that he’d spoken to Ollie.

      “Sit,” Dean ordered. “Lass, you sit by me so that we can negotiate the terms of our contract.”

      Discuss this over food? The Irish sure had a strange way of doing business. Or, maybe it was just Dean’s way.

      “You sure are bold as brass coming here,” Dean said, dishing himself some food, “but I like your style. I once knew a girl very much like you.”

      My heart leapt into my throat, and I almost dropped my fork. Carefully, now, I reminded myself.

      “I need to be bold to achieve what I have been tasked with,” I replied. “It is no little matter being the child of the prophecy.”

      Dean raised his eyebrows, and the way he tilted his head was just like Thomas.

      “I acknowledge that things have been difficult in the past between our races, but I also believe that I have been tasked to change that.”

      The words came out of my mouth, and I knew them to be true. Everything that I’d learned suddenly made sense.

      “Do you not want to be able to walk freely in Wiltera, again?” I asked Dean. “To be able to call it your home, if you wanted to? Or, even to love who you wanted to?”

      I expected to see hope on his face at my last question, but his face grew closed and bitter.

      “It’s too late for love,” he said.

      Carefully, I reminded myself again.

      “My point is,” I scrambled now, trying to rescue the situation, “that Wiltera has suffered under a close-minded rule for too long. This prophecy is here to change that. I am here to change that.”

      My energy bubbled beneath my skin. The more I talked about it, the more it felt right. It had a ring to it that I could believe in. I hoped Dean would, too.

      “What exactly are you saying, lass?”

      Dean put down his knife and fork and leaned forward across the table. I had his attention, even if those amber eyes disconcerted me.

      “The dark elves are trying to assume control of Wiltera. They are using dark magic and bribery to achieve it. Many have already died because of the elves’ brutal tactics.”

      “You want us to fight your war so that the fae can rule, again?”

      “No,” I disagreed, “I want you to fight with me to quash an enemy that will ultimately expose Wiltera to the human world, which could mean death to all of us. Our kind has been there before.”

      “And what will we get if we help you?”

      “I will overthrow the ancient laws, open Wiltera to the mixed breeds, allow wider trade of human goods, and promise country-wide aid for the needy.”

      Thomas gasped. Steve and Ollie shifted in their seats but remained quiet. My heart beat like an eight-o-eight drum.

      “Lass, ha,” Dean chuckled and leaned back in his chair, “if you can do that, all of Wiltera will follow you. What makes you think you can achieve that?”

      I looked him straight in his face, without blinking. Magic suddenly tingled along my skin and up my neck.

      My long, red hair spread out around my head ~ glowing blue.

      “I am the child of the prophecy.”

      The magic fizzled and sparked around me while the men stared. The energy coursed through me, holding, filling every fibre of my body.

      It was as if the magic was confirming the truth of what I’d spoken. I could barely breathe.

      The sound of chairs crashing to the ground reached my ears, and my eyes saw the men stagger backwards through a haze of blue.

      My body shook, and the magic vibrated through me like it had that day in the vault. I couldn’t breathe.

      A voice tried to break through the fog in my mind.

      A face appeared in my tinted vision.

      Thomas’ strong arms closed around me.

      His warmth enveloped me, held me, helped me breathe. The glow faded. My hair fell over my shoulders.

      “Dana. Dana,” Thomas whispered, rubbing my back.

      “I’m okay.”

      I looked over Thomas’ shoulder and saw the others stand with their backs pressed against the panoramic window, watching us with pale faces.

      “Where do I sign up?” Dean asked.

      I smiled weakly at him. Although glad the magic had chosen that time to show itself, I would still prefer to have control over it.

      Yes, I could summon it, now, to fight ~ stunning shots, lifting shots, killing shots. But, pretty much everything else that happened was out of my control.

      If only we’d had the time for Arianna to work with me, already. Now, I didn’t know if there would ever be a time.

      Thomas pulled up a chair beside me so he could stay close, while the others picked up their hastily thrown over chairs and retook their seats.

      Dean watched me, fascinated, as if I was some kind of science experiment.

      “Absolutely extraordinary,” he said.

      “I am glad I could make you believe,” I took a deep breath, “but if you remember, that is only the first part of our agreement.”

      Dean’s eyebrows drew close over his amber eyes. “The second part?”

      “That you claim what is rightfully yours.”

      Steve drew an audible breath. Dean briefly looked at him, still frowning.

      “And what might that be?” Dean asked.

      “I already told you that I am the daughter of Danielle, but the Whiterose household had two sisters. Danielle and Eldora.”

      Dean sat up straighter in his chair; his jaw clamped tight. Thomas looked at me questioningly.

      “Once upon a time, Eldora fell in love and bore a child.”

      Thomas shifted and whispered, “What are you doing?”

      “Many were unaware of this relationship, or the child, and when my aunt died, the secret died with her.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Dean growled.

      “Yet, the child lived and prospered.”

      Dean’s mouth fell open.

      “He grew strong and became a warrior. A champion of Wiltera.”

      Now, Dean narrowed his eyes and sucked in a breath. He rose from his chair and paced the room.

      Thomas nudged me, demanding answers. I smiled gently at him. “Do you trust me?” I asked him again.

      He nodded.

      “For years, this lone warrior combed the cities searching for his father, only to have his heart broken when, year after year, he didn’t find him.”

      Dean growled again.

      I turned to Thomas. “Shift, now. Trust me.”

      Thomas hesitated. His eyes travelled between Dean and me; a thousand questions playing out in them.

      “Please,” I begged.

      Thomas rose from his chair, standing just behind me, and I heard his clothes drop to the floor. The air shimmered around him.

      Dean glared at him and took a defensive stance across the room, as it was considered rude to shift in someone’s home without an invitation.

      I forged on, my voice loud and strong. “I believe it is time for father and son to finally meet.”
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      Thomas’ white fur bristled as he stood in the dining room beside me. Dean stared at him.

      Wolf shifters had incredibly developed senses ~ smell, hearing, taste ~ but these men had failed to recognise the connection between them. Or had they? Maybe, they had just denied what they could not explain.

      Something inside me told me that as wolves, there would be something these two would be able to recognise, and then, they would be able to deny it no longer.

      “What is this? He’s a white wolf,” Dean asked, his voice shaky.

      Thomas bared his teeth; a low growl in his throat.

      “Why do you think that is, Dean?”

      “Shifters aren’t white.” Dean took a step back.

      “No, they’re not,” I said, “but those mixed with fae, are.”

      Dean blanched.

      Thomas growled.

      I knew they were making the connection.

      “You were in love, once,” I said to Dean, “but you were unable to continue that love because of the laws of our land. Bitterness drove you apart. Left your lover to birth your child alone.”

      “No,” Dean breathed, still not willing to accept it.

      Thomas whined.

      “Now,” I took a step towards Dean, “it is time to claim what is rightfully yours.”

      Dean’s eyes turned from Thomas to me. I held his gaze and nodded. “Shift and meet your son.”

      As his eyes travelled back, the air around him became hazy. I averted my eyes as Dean dropped his clothes to the floor.

      A moment later, the massive dark wolf that was Dean stalked past me; a low growl in his throat.

      Goosebumps rose all along my arms as the two wolves came together. Brown and white.

      Their noses touched, and then they walked around each other ~ sniffing, learning, accepting.

      When they both looked back at me, we could all see the matching, amber eyes.

      Thomas wagged his tail hesitantly as Dean growled gently. I got up from my chair and moved over to Ollie and Steve.

      “Dana,” Steve hissed low, “what happened to ‘carefully?’”

      “I couldn’t help it. It just felt right. Look at them.”

      When we turned to look, the air shimmered around them, and I quickly averted my eyes. I did not need to see both of them naked.

      A moment later, Dean and Thomas came to sit by us.

      “Lass,” Dean said, a quiver in his voice, “you have made a believer of this old fool. How do you know the things you do? You have spoken things from my heart that I have spent years to forget.”

      He turned and put a hand on Thomas’ shoulder. Thomas looked into his father’s face, hesitant but also hopeful.

      “Eldora was everything to me,” Dean continued. “When she got sick, and she said she had to go back to Wiltera, it broke my heart. We fought. I regret it to this day. I didn’t even know she was pregnant when she left here.”

      “She thought you would not accept Thomas and that the packs would reject him for being a mix. That’s why she left,” I told him.

      Dean’s grip on Thomas’ shoulder tightened. “No, that will never happen. You are the son I never knew I had. I will not let you go, not again.”
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      The crashing of the waves drifted over to us as we sat on the rocks overlooking the beach.

      Down below, Dean and Thomas walked with their feet in the water, talking. They’d been down there for hours.

      “If I ever had any doubts about the prophecy,” Ollie said, coming to sit beside Steve and me, “you have managed to remove them all.”

      “I didn’t plan for any of this.”

      “Dana, that is the beauty of it. I thought we’d be here for days trying to convince O’Connell, yet here you did it in half an hour with only your courage and honesty.”

      The fresh ocean air blew into my face, and I took a deep breath.

      “The words you spoke,” Ollie continued, “would convince anyone to follow you. It is time for you to meet the alpha pack and for this prophecy to come true.”

      “I agree,” Steve said beside me. “Have you heard anything from the others, Ollie?”

      “Lex phoned earlier. Everyone is on their way to Surrey, even the Welsh. We will have our meeting.”

      My heart bounced in my chest. Of course, it was what I wanted, but it also frightened me. What if I couldn’t repeat what I had accomplished with Dean?

      I wished Arianna was here or my father. They could tell me what to do, or at least, they could tell me how things stood in Wiltera.

      Ollie had been trying to get news from there, but none of his messengers had made it back, yet.

      Some seagulls screeched overhead, and I looked up. Dean and Thomas trudged through the sand towards us. Dean’s hand rested on Thomas’ shoulder.

      Thomas, his face serious, listened intently to whatever Dean was telling him as they walked. I still didn’t know if Thomas felt any resentment towards his father, or if he had accepted him.

      “Dana.”

      Steve touched me on my shoulder.

      “Huh?”

      “Did you hear what I said?” he asked.

      “No. Sorry. I was thinking.”

      “Ollie says the plane can be ready within the next two hours. We could be home by tonight. Could you speak to Dean to find out if he will come with us?”

      My mind screamed ‘yes,’ as it would mean we could return to Wiltera, soon. Yet, if we stayed a little longer, it would give Thomas and Dean time to get to know each other.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “Sure, I’ll speak to him.”

      “Great,” Ollie said, taking out his cell phone, “I’ll let the pilot know to get the plane ready.”

      Ollie walked away just as Dean and Thomas reached the top of the rocks where we sat. Thomas’ windswept hair sprouted around his head in all directions.

      “What’s the plan from here?” Dean asked, making my task easier.

      “Our plane leaves in two hours,” I told him. “Will you travel with us, or are you making your own arrangements?”

      Dean glanced at Thomas. “I will travel with you, but I will send my pack to meet us there tomorrow.”

      I looked at Steve. The idea was to speak to the alphas first, to get them to agree, to pledge their packs to the war. Once that was done, they could send for their people.

      Steve nodded. I guessed it was okay if Dean wanted to send his people now. It showed his commitment to our cause.

      We rose from the rocks and made our way back to the manor. Thomas fell in beside me. He took my hand.

      “Thank you,” he whispered into my ear.

      I looked sideways at him.

      “It will take some time to get used to it, but I can make it work,” he continued.

      Something inside me let go, and I could breathe again. I smiled at Thomas.

      “I wasn’t sure how you would react.”

      He squeezed my hand. “I was right to trust you.”

      We walked in silence the rest of the way, and Thomas didn’t leave my side as I packed my bag. He sat beside me as we travelled back to the airport, and then, he kept his promise by explaining everything about the aeroplane to me during the frightening take-off.

      Two cars picked us up from the airport, and Dean drove with us. Away from the other men, with only the driver in our car, Dean spoke in much softer, kinder tones than his outwardly arrogant persona.

      Thomas hung on his words but was guarded. I could see he desperately wanted to like him. Only time would tell if their relationship could work. Abandonment wasn’t easily forgotten, even if it wasn’t technically all Dean’s fault.

      When we arrived back at Stapleton Manor, cars parked in every conceivable space on the property. Lights shone from every window in the house and all around the garden.

      “The cavalry has arrived,” Dean growled as he climbed out of the car.

      Thomas carried our bags, and we followed Ollie and Steve in through the open front doors. Voices and laughter reached us from nearly every room of the house.

      I wanted nothing more than to go to my room, unpack my bag, and relax after this long and stressful day, and I hoped they wouldn’t make me meet any of the alphas tonight.

      My pleading eyes met Ollie’s.

      He smiled at me. “The others won’t arrive until tomorrow. Get some rest.”

      After Thomas had seen me to my room, and I had just unfinished packing my bag, a gentle knock on the door startled me.

      “Miss Dana, it’s Harold.”

      Confused as to what the butler could want at this hour, I opened the door a fraction.

      “Mr Oliver thought you might want to wear this tomorrow.”

      He handed me a white bag on a hanger. Harold smiled when I took it from him, then left without another word.

      After closing the door, I opened the zipper of the bag and peeked inside. It contained a smooth and shimmering green dress.
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      A hubbub of voices greeted us as we came down the stairs, and we could hear laughter coming from the main lounge, which, as Ollie had explained to me, used to be a ballroom.

      “Would you grace my arm, Miss Silverstalk?” Dean asked, holding out said arm.

      My heart pounded. This was finally it.

      I reached out a shaking hand and hooked it into Dean’s arm. His free hand settled over mind for a moment, and I looked up into his face.

      “You will do great,” he whispered, before leading me forward.

      The noise in the lounge momentarily rose as Ollie entered, and everyone shouted his name in greeting.

      I saw Lex Orton lean casually against a door frame on the other side of the room when we came in, but when he saw me, on the arm of another, he stood up straight and frowned.

      “Alphas,” Ollie boomed and spread his arms wide, “welcome.”

      Dean walked me right into the middle of the crowd. The alphas had left their mates behind, and the room reeked of testosterone. They watched me like a wolf zeroes in on a deer in the forest.

      My magic tingled beneath my skin in response. I gripped Dean’s arm tighter and looked behind to see if Thomas was still behind us.

      Ollie made some kind of speech, but his words washed over me. The shifters toasted and raised their glasses. Dean guided Thomas and me to stand beside Ollie.

      To my surprise, Steve stepped forward and drew himself up to his full, impressive height. The wolves fell mostly silent.

      “A fae will rise above all fae and claim the wolves as alpha. She will lead them into death and glory, in a world as new as morning.”

      I gasped as Steve spoke the prophecy out loud before them all. It still sounded strange to hear their version.

      The alphas mumbled, and all eyes turned to me. My heart hammered in my chest, and my magic flared, illuminating both my hands in a soft glow.

      “There are some of us here,” Steve continued, “who have already witnessed the miracle of this fae.”

      I cringed.

      “Some of us have heard her speak and know what is in her heart. She is the one that is finally going to lead us to unity.”

      Some cheered, others watched in silence. Those who believed, and those who didn’t.

      Dean handed me over to Thomas and stepped forward. I clung to Thomas, instead, unsure of what was happening.

      “You all know me,” Dean began, his strong voice carried across the room. “I have never been a believer in the prophecy.”

      Some of the alphas nodded.

      “Until I met Dana.” He pointed back at me. “She has shown me what is possible, and Ireland will follow her to war.”

      The Irish alphas to our right stomped their feet on the wooden flooring, and Dean had to wait for them to finish before he could continue.

      “Now,” Dean lowered his voice, “when my son’s fated mate speaks, I expect you to listen with respect.”

      Thomas’ hand went stiff in mine. All blood drained from my face. The alphas mumbled, their voices rising, fingers pointing.

      Dean stood tall before us, looking at them, not wavering. All at once, the atmosphere shifted. The alphas went quiet. You could have heard a pin drop in the room.

      When Dean reached for me, and I stepped forward, all eyes followed me. But, not in a creepy way. No. There was respect in their eyes. And, something else I couldn’t understand.

      “For a fae will rise and come to power, and she will break the ivory tower. A nation oppressed will find no rest until the last moon rises.”

      I had never spoken my own prophecy out loud in front of a crowd, but I finally understood what it meant. The alphas gaped at me.

      “This is the prophecy as we know it,” I told them. “I was persecuted for it. They wanted to lock me away. They were scared.”

      The alphas nodded. I knew that some of them felt the same way about their prophecy.

      “They should be afraid,” I carried on, and it drew some gasps from my listeners, “because I will cause great unrest amongst my people. Too long have the fae made laws. Too long have the fae been apathetic to the rest of the legendaries. It is time for change.”

      The alphas shuffled backwards as I began to glow. I couldn’t help it. My skin took on a blue shine, and my palms sizzled with magic energy.

      “I will lead you, and others, out of oppression, and I will do so by the end of the moonclaven. That is my promise. That is my prophecy.”

      My voice rose at the end, and then I looked over the alphas after my speech, waiting. They stared back at me in silence, and my heart thudded heavily in my chest.

      Blood crept up my neck, pounding heavily in my ears. It hadn’t worked.

      Someone stomped their foot. Another followed. Soon, every alpha in the room stomped their feet, setting the entire lounge to vibrate.

      Ollie patted me on the back, and Dean and Thomas came to stand beside me. My head spun, and I grabbed Thomas’ hand to steady myself.

      “You did it,” Thomas shouted in my ear over the noise.

      I laughed. Giddy.

      After the stomping, the alphas raised their glasses and toasted to the new pact. Some of them came to me to introduce themselves, but there were so many, I could not remember all their names.

      Thomas eventually took me out for some air, and we walked together in the garden. My heart, and my mind, slowed.

      “I am sorry you had to find out like this,” he said. “You aren’t shifter, so the fated mate thing doesn’t need to mean anything for you.”

      “I already knew.” I smiled when he stared at me. “It came up in a conversation I had with Steve.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      “I didn’t know what to say. I still don’t. With so much else going on, I don’t know if I can think about that right now.”

      Thomas took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I like it the way it is.”

      “So do I.”

      Not for a long time had I felt this at peace. We walked behind the stables, around the paddocks, where there were no cars. The horses grazed contentedly as we strolled by.

      “What will happen, now?” I asked.

      “Ollie said that once everyone agrees, they have two days to bring their packs here.”

      “Two days. I don’t know if I’m ready.”

      “Of course, you are.” Thomas smiled at me. “You are not the scared little runaway anymore I met at the beginning of summer. Look what you’ve already accomplished.”

      “Maybe you’re right. I must stop thinking of myself and concentrate on why I am doing this. I just feel so young, so inexperienced.”

      “Yet, so powerful,” Thomas countered, surely to encourage me.

      “That’s another reason I am worried, Thomas. I have all this power, but what if I am not strong enough to handle it? What if it turns me? I don’t want to become an evil ruler.”

      Thomas stopped me and turned me to face him. “Freckles, no matter how much moon magic flows through you, it could never turn you. It is simply not in your nature.”

      I got lost in those amber eyes for a moment and hoped he was right. The magic had not failed me, yet.

      Suddenly, Thomas squeezed my hands so tight, it hurt. He turned his head sideways, listening. His mouth drew into a thin line.

      My heart raced as he yanked me forward, and he swiftly pulled me along the paddock fence, running.

      “Keep low,” he hissed.

      My long, green dress tangled in my legs. I tried to reach down with my free hand to hoist it up, but we were running too fast. I stumbled.

      Thomas’ strong arms kept me upright and dragged me further when a loud bang rang over the grounds.

      A sharp, hot pain shot through my chest. I couldn’t breathe. The ground rushed up towards me, and my world turned black.
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      Soft light from a bedside lamp beside me spread in a small circle over my bed, leaving the rest of the room in near darkness.

      A machine to my right beeped rhythmically and displayed numbers in five different colours.

      A tightness in my chest prevented me from moving much, and I lay still, concentrating on my breathing, which hurt.

      I must have drifted in and out of sleep for a while, because every time I looked, the white clock on the wall told me a different time.

      It must have been night, which would explain the silence, the darkness, and the fact I was alone. The clock now read four o’clock.

      My position slowly became uncomfortable. How long had I been lying like this? What happened?

      With some effort, I slid my elbows to my side and then pushed myself up. Something near my collar bone exploded in searing pain.

      “Ah…” I fell back onto the bed.

      “Dana,” Thomas rushed to the bed. “Dana, you’re awake. I’m sorry, I fell asleep. Dana, talk to me.”

      “What happened?” I croaked, my voice hoarse and my throat sore.

      Thomas stroked my hand. “You got shot.”

      “Shot?”

      “Yes,” he growled, “you were assassinated. Well, she tried, anyway. We caught her, too. It was a Lupyn who shot you. From Wales.”

      I closed my eyes. As the pain abated, my breathing eased. My spirits, however, sank. I had not managed to convince everyone.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “It looks like Heather, Clive’s mate, didn’t want him to go with you. She didn’t want to leave Wales. Didn’t believe in the prophecy. She never got the text Clive sent her after he heard you speak.”

      “What’s going to happen to her?” My throat was so dry; I could barely swallow.

      “The alpha pack will deal with her.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, but right now, I could do nothing about it. Thomas brought me some water and told me it was the tubes from the operation that made my throat so sore.

      Once he switched on some lights, I realised we were in Ollie’s hidden hospital room, where they had put up a special bed, just for me.

      By six o’clock, Steve came in to check on me.

      “You are healing remarkably quickly,” he said, shaking his head. “You were lucky. The bullet went right through you, just below your collar bone. An injury like that should take weeks to heal, but your wound is already closing.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it,” I said and groaned again as Steve helped me sit up.

      “I will give you some more for the pain as soon as you’ve eaten something,” he promised. “I need to make sure you are strong enough to travel with us to Wiltera tonight.”

      “Tonight?” I turned towards them and then winced when the wound pulled at my sudden movement. “I thought we’re only going tomorrow.”

      Steve chuckled. “You slept through the whole of yesterday, Dana. Most of the packs have already arrived.”

      It was a good thing, then that I was healing so quickly. Steve said my magic worked miracles like that. I supposed it did. At least, I couldn’t explain it any other way.

      The pain medicine helped, and by noon, I could finally leave the room. I went outside to sit in the sun, and I watched the packs arrive.

      “Dana, you wanted to see us.”

      Ollie and Dean came to sit on the veranda beside me.

      “I need you both to speak to the alphas, to the packs.” I took a deep breath, unsure how they would handle my request. “I don’t want any guns in Wiltera.”

      “That’s going to be difficult,” Dean said.

      “Nothing about this is easy, or I wouldn’t need your help,” I said, my voice still a little weak.

      The two alphas nodded. Dean briefly rested his hand on mine before he left.

      As the afternoon drew long shadows across the lawn, Thomas helped me back inside. I grew stronger every hour, but the wound still hurt.

      “Are you going to be strong enough to keep the tear open for us long enough?” Thomas asked when he helped me pack my bag.

      “What? Me?”

      “Sure, who else?” he laughed. “We can’t do magic.”

      “Oh.” Blood rushed to my face. “How do you normally travel?”

      “We pay someone.”

      “Thomas, I don’t know if I can do this.” I sat down on the bed. “I could barely climb the stairs by myself.”

      He looked at me with his eyebrows drawn deep over his eyes. The corner of his mouth twitched.

      “Would you have enough strength to send me home? Just me?” he asked.

      My turn to frown. “I think so.”

      “Could you do it from here? From the room?”

      My heart rate spiked, but only for a moment. Bringing forth the tear in the fabric within a closed room was unheard of, yet the magic that tingled beneath my skin told me I could do it.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, do it. Do it now.”

      “Thomas, what are you going to do?”

      He smiled. “I am going to fetch Arianna.”

      “No.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him onto the bed beside me. My wound protested, but I ignored it. “What if you get caught?”

      “Dana, hardly anyone knows about the Wilderfield site, and it is so close to home, I will be there in minutes.”

      “What if she isn’t home? How will you come back?”

      His eyes searched mine for a moment. “Then, I will make another plan. Do you trust me?”

      I nodded. “With my life.” He smiled.

      Thomas ran to his room to fetch his bag. I didn’t like the idea of him leaving me, but I knew I didn’t have the strength to bring over a thousand shifters through to Wiltera.

      When he stood in front of me again, I hesitated a moment. His eyes looked down at me with such trust. I hoped I would see him again.

      Quickly, I lifted myself onto my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Be careful, and come back to me.”

      I stepped back and drew on the magic within me. As the air in front of us began to shimmer, I felt the magic suck my energy. The gunshot had weakened me.

      I gritted my teeth and spoke the words that brought forth the tear between the worlds. Within the shimmering disk in front of us, my room vanished, and the fields of Wiltera appeared.

      “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Thomas stepped back into the green wilderness beyond and then disappeared from my view. I let the magic go, and the loneliness that enveloped me then felt like a vice around my chest.

      With nothing to do, I paced in front of my window, watching the packs assemble. Six hours until midnight.

      Steve came in to check on us and to bring me my medicine. I told him what we’d done. He waited with me for a while, but then went downstairs again.

      I fidgeted, repacked my bag, took a shower, and paced some more. By ten o’clock, Thomas was still not back. My mind came up with all kinds of scenarios of what might have gone wrong.

      By now, the manor grounds swarmed with shifters and their mates. Ollie had said only the elderly would stay behind to look after the children. Pups, he had called them.

      My feet found their way down the stairs again. It’s not where I wanted to be, but the walls were closing in on me in my room. My wound was starting to feel better.

      The manor hummed with voices, teemed with bodies. I pushed my way to the front door and escaped into the fresh night air. But, even here, shifters lounged on the veranda or sat on the steps.

      I hurried past them and ran around the house. Harold had put on all the lights around the estate, so I ran all the way to the stables. Horses always calmed me.

      The head of a big grey looked over his stall door, and I went to stroke his nose. Curious, the chestnut next door also stuck its head over its door. I moved along the line.

      When I got to the fifth stall, no horse greeted me. I looked over the door into the darkness.

      “Here, boy. Come,” I coaxed him.

      “This one is taken,” a voice answered.

      Dean’s face appeared from the dark, and he came to the door.

      “Calming your nerves?” he asked.

      “Yes, what are you doing here?”

      “Same.” He shrugged his shoulders and opened the stall door to exit. “This little girl was dirty, so I brushed her.”

      I thought it unlikely that Dean O’Connell needed to calm his nerves, but I liked the idea of him being a horse person.

      “If you are here, then I gather Thomas isn’t back, yet.”

      I shook my head.

      “Are you worried?”

      “He should have been back by now. What could be taking him so long?”

      Dean put his hand on my shoulder. “Are you just worried, or do you feel it inside you that something has gone wrong?”

      My stomach clenched at Dean’s words. How did I feel? Dean walked with me along the line of stables as I thought about it.

      “No,” I finally said, “I’m worried.”

      “Good, then let’s make sure we are ready for when he does get back. At the last count, our numbers were at one thousand three hundred. We need to get them all onto the polo field.”

      Okay, great, that would at least give me something to focus on. I could no longer do nothing. It would drive me crazy.

      Harold brought my bag from the room, and I went with Dean to speak to his pack. Ollie’s pack had already started moving people to the field.

      “Can I join you?” Steve asked.

      “Sure,” Dean agreed and paired me with him.

      It was like herding sheep…in wolves’ clothing. They moved along, talking casually as if they were going for a Sunday picnic. Everyone had a backpack, and maybe a sleeping roll, and a flask.

      It irritated me that there was no urgency in their step or their voices. Did they not understand they were going to war? My magic simmered beneath the surface, turning my skin a luminous blue.

      From the polo field, the manor house was just a cluster of lights in the distance. By eleven-thirty, the manor house went dark. I guessed Harold had kept the kitchen light on, but we could not see it from here.

      The huge spotlights of the polo field shone down on us as we all sat down on the short grass and waited. Midnight came and went.

      I paced again, up and down the short edge of the field, a softly lit blue beacon ~ I couldn’t help it. And, I didn’t want to. I couldn’t care less if my skin glowed.

      By one o’clock, the hubbub of voices grew louder. They became agitated. Ollie and Dean walked amongst them, keeping them calm.

      Lex Orton also moved around, but the way he kept shooting me sideways glances, gave me shivers. Whenever my pacing and his movements drew us close together, I overheard some of his words.

      ‘Only for her own good.’ ‘The fae are always in power.’ ‘She has tricked us all.’ ‘This will be our doom.’

      Was he trying to get me back for not being his ‘mate’? Was he jealous because I was Thomas’ fated mate?

      As if I didn’t have enough worries. I had a good mind to blast him off the field. I was about to call Ollie to tell him to muzzle him, when Lex suddenly yelled out from the centre of the field, pointing his finger at me.

      “This has all been a lie.” Lex Orton grinned maniacally. “This whole time she has made promises she couldn’t keep. Look at her, now. Just a lost, little girl.”

      Voices rose. Some people commented, shouted. Lex glared at me, challenging.

      I’d been keeping it together long enough. The magic that had been simmering beneath the surface wanted out. The tension I had been holding in for so long wanted out.

      I stopped pacing, turned to face Lex, and grinned. The blue glow receded from my skin to form a ball in the palm of my hand. In my mind, I spoke some magic words before I even knew I wanted to speak them.

      Around Lex, the air shimmered. The people next to him scrambled to safety. Lex couldn’t move, and he stared at me in horror.

      The fabric between worlds tore open. Lex stared at it. Beyond the bright lights of the polo field, there was nothing but blackness ~ a great, frightening abyss of unlit Wilteran wilderness.

      My hand tingled. I turned my palm up and dropped my fingers down. The blue ball flew from my hand and zoomed across the heads of the crowd.

      It smacked Lex square in the stomach, spread out to envelope him, grabbed him, and yanked him into the tear in the fabric into the other world.

      His scream, which tore across the polo field, was abruptly cut off as my magic ceased and the tear in the fabric to Wiltera closed.

      “Does anyone else have any doubts?” I shouted.

      Silence.

      I stared at them.

      My heart raced.

      My nostrils flared as I tried to calm my breathing.

      “What’s that?” someone asked, pointing. All heads turned.

      A small area in the centre of the field shimmered. I squinted at it to see what it was. It grew.

      The shimmering spread out. People got up and ran in all directions, frightened after what they had just witnessed me do to Lex. Maybe, they thought I was doing this, too.

      “Wait,” I yelled. “Help me,” I said to Steve.”

      I dashed into the panicked crowd. “They’re here. Thomas is back. They’re here. This is the portal to Wiltera.”

      The shimmering became stronger. It spread faster than people could run. It enveloped them, distorting their shapes, and panic was quickly turning into hysteria.

      As the shimmering strengthened, it formed into a tear between worlds. I could now clearly see it for what it was.

      “To me,” I shouted.

      Panicked faces rushed past me. I reached out, grabbed arms. Steve was lost in the crowd. Ollie’s and Dean’s voices drowned out in the noise.

      The tear opened wider ~ a black void on the other side. Dark. Frightening. I knew it was only because there were no lights within the field on the other side, but I could understand the packs’ fear.

      The centre of the polo field was now almost empty. People ran for the lights at its edges. Arianna wouldn’t be able to keep this tear open for long. I needed to get the shifters through.

      My shoulder burned from running. I clamped one hand over it to still the throbbing. Standing at the edge of the tear, I looked around.

      During my lessons at court, I had learned about crowd control and mass hysteria. It was usually a single trigger that set off one person or a small group of people, that would then infect the whole.

      I needed to snap them out of it.

      My heart thudded in my chest knowing we would miss our chance if I didn’t act, now. The crowd before me heaved, and I could now see Dean running along the edge, yelling at some people.

      Blood rushed in my ears, drowning out the noise. A blue film glazed my vision. The moon magic bubbled up within me, taking over, taking control.

      I removed my hand from my shoulder and pointed it straight up into the air. A thin, bright blue beam shot into the night sky as I walked slowly to the centre of the tear.

      In the silence that slowly settled over the crowd as they watched me, I yelled, “The time has come. Follow me now. To Wiltera. Our destiny awaits.”

      They stared. Then, Steve was by my side. Dean, followed by his pack, came charging across the field. Ollie and his pack followed, which then unleashed a flood.

      The ground trembled as one hundred and thirty-six packs raced across the polo field towards me. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, holding my beacon as steady as I could.

      I flinched when warm, strong arms wrapped around me. Steve held me tight, his back to the thundering crowd as they rushed past us into the black void of the tear.

      “Dana, now,” a voice called.

      The shimmering of the tear wavered. The last of the shifters jumped through. Steve grabbed my hand and pulled me forwards.

      The lights of the polo field vanished, to be replaced by the darkness of the fields of Wiltera.

      I stood, unsteady for a moment, on the uneven ground of a ploughed field. It crowded with people all around me, but I could see lights in the distance. Strange lights, too. Orange lights. Shooting through the sky.

      “Dana.”

      I turned at the sound of my name. Thomas wrapped me into his arms and held on so tight, my shoulder protested. I hugged him back.

      “We cannot stay here,” he said. “I already spoke to Dean. He’s passing the message along. We need to go now.”

      “What’s happening? What took you so long?”

      Thomas grabbed my hand and pulled me along behind him. I saw satyrs within the crowd, directing us.

      “We couldn’t find you. Only when you sent Lex could we pinpoint your location.”

      “Oh.”

      “The elves attacked Wilderfield. They’re encamped not even a mile from here. We’re in the middle of a battle.”

      A cold shiver snaked its way down my back. I didn’t want to imagine all the things that happened here while we were away. I didn’t want to think of my father.

      We reached the road leading to Arianna’s homestead, which made running easier than slogging through the deep, tilled soil. We stretched along the road for at least half a mile; one and a half thousand bodies pounding the ground.

      I could detect none of the panic from earlier. These shifters were getting ready to fight.

      Between heavy breathing, I could also hear snarls and growls, when suddenly the mass of shifters faltered. They slowed, cocked their heads, and listened.

      I heard nothing, but then Thomas jumped on me, knocked me to the ground, and covered me with his body.

      He drove the air out of my lungs as he pressed my face into the dirt. All around us people milled, cowering, throwing up their bags above their heads.

      Then, I heard it, too. A swooshing sound. Zinging. Arrows.

      Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Hundreds of arrows zoomed out of the dark to find their targets amongst the shifters spread out along the road.
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      The shifters rose from that first volley with arrows sticking out of their backpacks and sleeping rolls, growling viciously.

      They discarded their belongings, flung them to the ground, and took off running across the field, undressing and shifting as they ran.

      Satyrs followed them. I saw others on horses. All vanished into the dark where the arrows had come from.

      “Let me up,” I huffed, still huddled safely in Thomas’ arms.

      We scrambled to our feet, and Thomas picked up a torch one of the satyrs must have dropped.

      “We need to go after them,” I said.

      “This is why you brought them here. Let them handle it,” Thomas replied. “You are needed elsewhere.”

      I turned to him. His amber eyes glowed golden in the flicker of the torch. My heart skipped a beat. He was safe.

      “You have news?”

      He nodded. “Let’s find Arianna.”

      We picked our way through the discarded bags along the road. Arianna knelt by a man and a woman. Both had been hit by an arrow, and she saw to their injuries.

      “Dana.” Arianna enveloped me in her arms. “We’d been so worried.”

      My mother’s auburn hair stuck out of her usually neat bun in all directions. She had a dark smear of dirt across her left cheek, and she had blood on her hands from taking care of the shifters.

      “Come,” she continued, “it’s not safe out here. The elves have been attacking for days.”

      We helped the shifters and made our way home. The homestead, even in the dark, looked as inviting as ever, and at that moment, I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

      “Rosalie.” I rushed into the warmth of the kitchen and the softness of Rosalie’s embrace.

      “Ladybug.”

      She kissed me gently on the forehead, but when I looked at her, I saw sadness in her eyes.

      “Rosalie, what’s the matter?”

      “Let me make tea,” she said. “Miss Arianna will tell you, I’m sure.”

      I looked around and saw Arianna coming through the door from the passage, where she and Thomas had taken the two shifters to one of the bedrooms.

      In the light of the kitchen, I now saw the shadows beneath Arianna’s eyes, and the way her lips turned down at the edges.

      “Sit with me, Dana,” she said, walking through to the dining room.

      When I got to the table, I noticed Arianna’s copy of the purple witch’s book lying upon it. My heart jumped into my throat. I’d carried my copy of this book for so long; I’d almost forgotten about it.

      Apprehensively, I slid into my seat, wondering why she’d taken it out. The kettle on the stove whistled just as Thomas walked through the door. He came over to join us.

      Arianna folded her hands on the table in front of her, sighing. She looked so tired.

      “The dark elves have been sending raiding parties into the cities ever since you left,” she said. “Those who don’t join their army are forced to flee their homes.”

      My mind conjured up pictures of elves riding through towns, setting houses on fire, beating people with whips, putting them in chains. My nostrils flared as the magic simmered beneath the surface.

      “Your father has sent troops all over the country to assist, but with many towns, he got there too late. Draeguard is now taking in the homeless.”

      “And, my father? Has he gone after the stones?” I asked.

      Arianna shook her head. “The elves have done something to fortify their part of Raven Hall. The mages have tried and failed, to gain access. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen…like an invisible barrier.”

      I balled my hands into fists and took a deep breath to steady myself.

      “Where is my father, now?”

      Teacups clinked, and Rosalie pushed a tray onto the table. Steam rose from the teapot. She smiled at us and then left without a word.

      “He is still trying,” Arianna continued. “He has charged me with finding another way. See this?”

      She unfolded her hands and reached for the book. Thomas and I leaned forward when she opened it.

      “This book is so ancient and has been in my family for centuries, yet I have hardly ever looked at it,” she admitted.

      I wondered if now was a good time to tell her I had one just like it.

      “Most of the writing is in the old language, so I had to translate it, first. You, Thomas, and I, we are called darkfae because we are fae, mixed with another race.”

      Thomas and I nodded. We knew this.

      “Do you know why the elves are called dark elves?”

      We looked up from the book to Arianna. There was a bitter cast to her lips.

      “About a thousand years ago, the race of the vampires was dying out. They were an ancient race. Unable to continue their line, they mixed with the only other legendaries compatible with their species. Light elves.”

      I gasped. There were no light elves left in Wiltera. They had not been seen here in centuries.

      “As the vampires died out, the race of the dark elves took over. Only some of these dark elves inherited the magic of the light elves, and these became the sorcerers. Others, imbued with only hints of magic, resorted to the craft of dark magic to bring forth their talent, which is why the dark elves made the White Law.”

      “Is all of this in the book?” I asked.

      If only I had told Arianna about the book sooner. Maybe, she would have read it then already.

      “Yes, the part about their history and their magic. The witches warn about it. The vampires have always been hungry for power. The book says there will come a time that they will rise again, and only those united can stop them.”

      “Does it say anything about how to break through their magic?” I looked at Arianna, hopeful.

      She shook her head. “That’s why I started reading the book in the first place. There are strong spells in this book. They might help us. But,” she sighed, “the rest will be up to us.”

      I reached out and touched her hand. “We can do this.”

      A smile softened the strained features of her face. “We don’t have much time. Their main army is marching towards your father, and they will reach him within a day unless I can get him into the forest.”

      Everything I had promised the shifters would be lost unless we defeated the elves. My entire life had been turned upside down because of these elves. I wouldn’t let them take my father from me, too.

      “When do we need to leave?” I asked.

      Arianna pushed a cup my way. “As soon as you finish your tea.”
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      The horses snorted in the dark before dawn. The single lantern hanging from a post on the fence cast little light as Thomas and I got the horses ready, but we didn’t dare light another, even with Arianna’s spell around the homestead.

      Lapis Lazuli rubbed her head on my arm when I led her around to the front of the house, and Arianna joined us to take her horse.

      A voice reached us from across the field. “Heya.”

      We all froze, but then Arianna called back. “Heya.”

      The shimmering of the magic was visible even in the dark, and then we could see shifters and satyrs step through the boundary of the homestead.

      The horses danced on the spot and threw their heads when the mass of shifters crowded around us, telling us of their victory over the elves in the field.

      “I need you once more,” I shouted from the top of my horse. “Will you follow me?”

      The shifters whooped and then swarmed around us to deposit their belongings along the wall of the house. I closed my eyes as they all took their clothes off and sprinted into the darkness.

      Thomas laughed. “It’s safe, again.”

      I wondered what they would do after the fight. Would they run back as wolves, or would they not care that they were naked? Right now, though, I needed their lust for blood.

      My father’s army was encamped just outside Oaktown. If we wanted to reach him before the elven army did, we would have to ride like the wind.

      We took the route around Silverlakes, which cut a few miles off the journey, but forty-two miles would still take us about six hours.

      The wolves spread out around us as we kept to a painfully steady trot. I wanted nothing more than to give Lazuli her head ~ to gallop headlong down the road ~ but I knew she would not be able to sustain that speed. Not for forty-two miles.

      The light slowly strengthened. Silverlakes passed somewhere in the distance to our left. Morning birds chirped their songs in the trees.

      The horses ate away the distance; the wolves kept pace with them in one enormous pack around us.

      By mid-morning, the edge of Raven Hall loomed in the distance.

      “Goblins,” Thomas warned us, but by the time we reached the forest, the wolves had already dealt with them.

      We didn’t break stride as we dove under the trees. The dark trees blocked out most of the light, and it wasn’t just the drop in temperature that sent shivers down my back.

      The forest exuded even more malice than it had before, although it didn’t mind the wolves as much as it did us riders. It dropped pine cones down on us, put roots in our way, and opened up holes in the path where there were none before.

      Arianna cast a spell to protect us from most of the missiles the forest threw at us. “This should make them bounce off before they reach us,” she said.

      My magic shot out in spidery lightning streaks to incinerate anything she missed. Still, I ducked low over Lazuli’s head every time I saw a pine cone approaching.

      “It’s not much further,” Arianna called to me.

      “Why was he trying to enter the forest from here?” I shouted back.

      “It wasn’t guarded.”

      We had entered Raven Hall from its very eastern edge by Clover Hill, and its central part along the eastern side of Oaktown. We’d never entered this far west.

      My shoulder ached dully from the constant riding, but I ignored it. I gritted my teeth and hoped we’d reach my father in time when the wolves which led the pack started to howl.

      All around us, the rest of the wolves put on a burst of speed and sprinted away, leaving us behind.

      “Thomas.” Arianna looked back at him.

      “It’s a warning,” he shouted back from his horse. “Danger.”

      After riding for near on six hours, our horses didn’t have much more to give, yet we asked them. We urged them into a gallop and hurtled after the wolves.

      The forest opened up, the trees thinning, letting in more light. Fewer brambles littered the forest floor, and we could see far between the trees.

      As we raced down the path, a single, riderless horse came towards us. It veered off the trail when it saw us and carried on into the forest.

      Noises reached us, then. Shouts, screams, growls, and the unmistakable sound of clashing swords.

      Through the trees, we then saw movement. It looked at first as if the forest had come to life. Before us, as far as we could see, everything moved. Thousands of black-clad elves, interspersed by fae, and wolves, and satyrs.

      Our horses stumbled to a halt, and we jumped from our saddles. My eyes took it all in as we ran the last few hundred feet. Even with the wolves on our side, we were still outnumbered.

      Arianna spoke a spell as she ran on towards the fight; magenta lightning danced from her fingertips.

      Thomas ripped off his shirt and struggled out of his pants while he ran. I didn’t watch the rest, but a moment later, the white wolf sprinted past me and disappeared into the heaving mass.

      The shouts and yells from the battle set my teeth on edge, and my magic rose to the surface. I shot a blast towards two approaching elves and sent them tumbling high into the trees.

      My next shot went wide, as I tried not to hit one of our soldiers. If only I could replicate the lightning dome I had performed at Ollie’s estate.

      I ducked the swing of a blade from an elf before I sent him crashing into the stump of a tree. Beside me, Arianna fought as much with her dagger as with her magic.

      We got sucked into the fighting; elves all around us. I tried to look for my father, but it was impossible to spot a single person in the raging mass around me.

      Wolves bumped into me as they fought. Horses dashed past me in an effort to escape. Swords sailed through the air, aimed at my throat.

      I dived, and dodged, and sidestepped, sending blasts of blue magic all around me. My breath soon came in ragged gasps, and sweat dripped into my eyes.

      Arianna tried to fight her way back to me, but the distance between us became bigger. She mouthed my name, but the sound was lost in the tumult.

      Elves surrounded me. Four. Then five. Their swords glinted in the half-light of the forest. They drew their black lips back, exposing their pointy teeth.

      The magic arced across my skin. I crouched. They lunged. The nearest elf got catapulted into a tree by a blast from my hand.

      I turned, ready, but the other elves dissolved into flurries of fur as a pack of wolves sprang on them. A streak of white dashed past. Teeth. Blood.

      My chest heaved, trying to catch my breath as the wolves raged around me. This was the break I had been looking for. I crouched down. Closed my eyes. Focused on the screams of the injured.

      The magic rose from within me to colour the insides of my eyelids blue. My whole body buzzed as it gathered its strength, ready to explode.

      My nostrils flared. My legs straightened, and I stood up tall. When I looked over the battlefield in front of me, everything was tinged in blue. I raised both arms.

      The lightning shot up with such power, I stumbled. Bracing myself with one leg back, I held on. The crackling noise from the blue lightning bolt was deafening.

      Then, I brought my arms down, and it dropped. Hundreds of thin lighting spears shot down through the trees, finding their targets.

      The forest lit up in a beautiful display of blue rays, and even as it drained me, I stared in wonder.

      Pain shot through my knees as they connected forcefully with the ground, but I kept my arms straight, forcing the magic to carry on. My mouth was open, but I could not hear myself scream.

      All around me, elves dropped to the ground. My vision swam. My arms burned like they were on fire. I couldn’t breathe.

      “I’ve got you,” Thomas whispered into my ear as I fell backwards into his arms.
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      The sound of people arguing woke me. Soft light filtered through the half-open entrance of the tent. I struggled to keep my eyes open. There was a dull ache within my chest.

      I must have dozed off, for when I opened my eyes again, lanterns lit the interior of the tent. A gentle hand settled on my forehead.

      “Dana, how are you feeling?”

      As Arianna leaned over me, the golden lantern light behind her put her face into darkness, but her eyes sparkled with concern.

      How could I tell her how I felt? I didn’t know myself. The weariness from the magic had worn off, to be replaced by this ache in my chest I could not explain. It left a sadness within me that made me want to cry.

      “Hollow,” I said instead.

      Arianna leaned back, and I could see her face. Worry-lines creased her brow. My father stood further back in the tent, looking at us. He, too, looked worn.

      My heart thumped in my chest. Something was wrong. The hollowness within me surged up, nauseating me.

      “Dana,” my father said, stepping closer, “there is something you need to know.”

      Arianna took my hand. My father continued.

      “While all our troops were engaged in battle, the sorcerer Eltaor Wranfaren got into the palace.”

      The hollowness within me swallowed my heart.

      “He stole the other eight moonstones. They’re gone, Dana. All of them. Gone.”
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      Have you ever felt that no matter what you did, it just wasn’t good enough? You tried and tried, and at every turn, something negated your efforts.

      No matter how strong you were, how good your intentions, your enemy was always better than you.

      It would eventually come to a point where you question whether what you were doing was the right thing. Maybe, you had it wrong the entire time. Maybe, you were the one fighting on the wrong side.

      As I stared listlessly out of my tall window at the grey sky outside, I was at that point. I had failed.

      The dark elves had won. Not only had they won, but they had taken everything from us. The absence of the moonstones ate away at me, gnawing at the hollow within me.

      Rain splattered against my window. I drew my knees up and wrapped my arms around them, hugging them tight, rocking.

      There was nothing else we could do. My father had brought what remained of his armies back to Draeguard. The shifters dispersed throughout Wiltera, helping those displaced by the war.

      The elders and mages here in the palace suffered along with me, for their magic was directly affected by the absence of the moonstones. Just for them, it was their fae magic that they were slowly losing.

      Who would have thought that within such a short time we could lose it all? Within six months, the dark elves had robbed the fae people of their power, their standing, and their sanity.

      The kingdom of the fae had come to an end.

      “Ladybug,” Rosalie intruded into my moping, “it does no good for you to dwell on dark thoughts.”

      She came over and smoothed out my frown lines with her thumb.

      “You need to eat, and then the king would like to see you.”

      “I’m not hungry.” I turned my face away from her. “My father does not know how to help the kingdom. Why must I see him?”

      My old handmaiden crossed her arms over her chest. A warning shiver passed over me, and I looked up.

      “Listen here, Dana.” She never called me by my name. “I have been there for you for the past sixteen and a half years. Changed your diapers, healed your scrapes. I have never seen you give up. You are far too stubborn. Now, you stop this wallowing, or I will quit. I will not tolerate being treated the way you have been treating me these past few days. Do you hear me?”

      In all the years Rosalie had been my handmaiden, she had never spoken to me like this. She wouldn’t have dared. I was her princess. Heir to the throne of Draeguard.

      The fact she had kept the secret of my birth, and the identity of my birth mother, to herself all these years must have emboldened her.

      I looked at her kindly face ~ all stern in her current mood. Her eyes flashed, and her pointier-than-most ears twitched. She’d taken her still-golden hair up today; knotted it in an elegant twist around her head.

      No. She wasn’t using the secret as a weapon against me. That was just my mind dwelling on dark thoughts like she’d said. I saw only love in that face: love and concern.

      If only she could understand how I felt. There was no cure for the hollowness within me. The moonstones were gone from the vault. The dark elves had taken them.

      Soon, the planetary alignment, the moonclaven, would provide the necessary cosmic power needed for the elves to use the moonstones to rule over all of Wiltera. To be lords over all the legendaries.

      I knew that now. The moment the moonstones had been taken, I’d known. The elven sorcerer Eltaor Wranfaren had led us to believe he wanted to rule over the humans, to make them pay for driving the legendaries into hiding. But, that wasn’t what the elves were after.

      The people of the fae would wither and die without the stones, and once the dark elves came to power, what would become of us, then?

      There was no hope for us. We could not fight the elves now that they had all the moonstones. They had all the power.

      The sky outside darkened. Rain now pummeled my window, and thunder rumbled overhead. I picked up the blanket that someone had put by my feet and pulled it up to my chin.

      The nightlight burned on my bedside table, and my duvet had been turned back. Where was Rosalie? I’d been speaking to her a moment ago.

      With the blanket wrapped around me, I waddled across my room. I’d been so cold, lately, even though it was still summer.

      My nightdress lay ready for me on the bed, as it did every night. A white envelope rested on my side table.

      Curious, I sat on my bed and then opened the letter.

      I miss you, Freckles.

      Please, can I come and see you?

      Thomas

      For one brief moment, I thought my heart stirred, but it wasn’t even a flutter, so I dismissed it as wishful thinking.

      No-one, not even Thomas, would be able to fill the hole within me. It gaped, raw and bleeding, and nothing could still the pain.

      As I climbed into bed, I thought, and not for the first time, that maybe the fae had ruled Wiltera long enough. After all, we’d failed the people.

      We’d ostracised an entire race to live in the human world, shunned others for who they loved, and turned a cold shoulder to the problems of the rest of the country.

      No matter the way the elves had gone about acquiring their power, maybe they would be good for Wiltera. In the end, they too were legendaries.

      If only the end would come swiftly.

      …

      “Yes, it’s the third day the feeding tube is in.”

      Rosalie’s voice sounded sad, and so far away. I couldn’t pry my eyes open to look at her. Who had a feeding tube?

      “When last did she speak?”

      Arianna! My mother’s voice.

      “Dana hasn’t spoken in over a week, my Lady, just before she stopped eating.”

      A soft hand touched my forehead. Of course, I’ve spoken. I spoke to Rosalie just yesterday.

      “I came as quickly as I could,” Arianna said, kissing me on my cheek.

      A bit of moisture lingered where her lips had touched my skin.

      “Lady Arianna,” Rosalie’s voice sounded closer, “what is really wrong with her? Not the mumbo jumbo the elders keep saying about the stones.”

      The hand on my forehead disappeared. I tried to open my eyes again.

      “Rosalie, we’re not sure how Dana is linked to the moonstones, but it is different for her than it is for any other fae. Maybe, it has to do with her moon magic. We don’t know.”

      I tried to make sense of Arianna’s words. What was she saying? There was nothing wrong with me.

      “We all feel the loss of the stones,” Arianna continued, “even us darkfae. But, for Dana, I believe it is like her entire world has lost meaning. There is no point to carry on.”

      She had a point, there. I stopped trying to open my eyes. Arianna knew what she was talking about. The loss of the moonstones was all that mattered. She could see that.

      “What do we do, my Lady?” Rosalie asked.

      The answer didn’t matter to me. There was nothing anyone could do. My father had tried. Several times. With the moonstones, Eltaor’s magic grew so powerful; we could no longer enter Raven Hall Forest.

      “We look after her, Rosalie. I will keep trying, but I’ll stay here for a few days, this time.”

      The voices faded, as did the warmth they’d brought. I lay shivering, but unable to move. I didn’t dare dream, for the dreams were worse than the nightmares that plagued me while I was awake.

      I’d failed. How would I ever be able to face the shifters, again? I’d promised them everything ~ their freedom. I’d promised them I’d change the world.

      Had I misunderstood the prophecy?

      ‘For a fae will rise and come to power, and she will break the ivory tower. A nation oppressed will find no rest until the last moon rises.’

      I had come to power. The blue magic had surged through me, but for what? It had helped nothing. The nation was still oppressed, now more so than before. I assumed ‘the last moon rises’ to be the moonclaven, but now I saw it for what it was ~ eternity. The end of the world.

      It didn’t matter. I’d die here, anyway. No shifter would ever have to look at me, again. The hate between shifter and fae would continue as it had for centuries.

      Although…

      I blinked.

      I hadn’t done that in a while.

      The white gossamer fabric around my four-poster bed floated in white tufts above me.

      I tried to focus, then closed my eyes again.

      Although…not all shifters hated fae. Thomas didn’t hate me. I thought I remembered a letter he wrote to me. He wanted to see me. I’d like that.

      It would also be nice if Arianna could come back. I liked the way she stroked my forehead when she was here. The corner of my mouth twitched as I tried to smile. It took more effort than expected.

      “Dana.”

      There is was. The hand, gentle, warm. I sighed.

      “Dana, can you hear me? Please, tell me you can hear me.”

      The urgency in Arianna’s voice worried me. I was right here. Why would I not be able to hear her? It soothed me to hear her voice.

      “Oh, Dana.”

      Arianna rested her forehead on mine, and little drops of moisture fell onto my cheek. Was she crying? I felt it now; the soft movements of her chest as she sobbed.

      My lips cracked painfully as I pried them apart, and my throat felt like sandpaper. “Why are you crying?” I croaked.

      Several voices reached my ears, then.

      “Oh, thank you.”

      “She did it.”

      “Freckles.”

      “Bless the Goddess.”

      And, Arianna, “They are happy tears, my child.”

      She sat up, and I could see her now. Her dark green eyes sat sunken within a pale face creased with worry lines. She’d tied up her hair, but no longer hiding the pointiness of her ears.

      Rosalie rushed to my side and gently lifted my head. Arianna pushed another pillow beneath it, and now I could see the other people in my room.

      Why were they all here? Why was I in my bed?

      My father looked down on me from the end of my bed, such concern in his blue eyes, it made me want to cry, too. He raked his hand through his thick, blonde hair, leaving it to stick out at odd angles.

      Thomas stood there, with a stupid grin on his face, looking at me wearing my nightdress. Beside him stood his father, Dean, grinning just as broadly. This wasn’t embarrassing at all…no. My ears glowed as blood rushed into them.

      “Do you want some water?”

      Yes. Water would be wonderful. Rosalie dabbed her fingers against my cracked lips, smearing some kind of ointment on them. Arianna then held a glass of water for me while I took a sip.

      Swallowing hurt, and I frowned, but the coolness of the water tasted amazing. I wanted more. After several sips, swallowing didn’t hurt so much, anymore.

      “That’s enough, for now.” Arianna took the glass away. “Dana, do you know where you are?”

      This was getting stranger. “Of course. We are in my room.” My voice was stronger, now.

      Arianna nodded. “Do you know what happened?”

      What did she mean? That we lost the war? Or why I had such a sore throat?

      “The elves stole the moonstones,” I said.

      “Yes, Dana, they did that.” She took my hand. “Do you remember what happened after you came back to the palace?”

      To be honest, I didn’t remember going back to the palace at all. We were in my father’s tent when I got the news. It was just after the battle in the forest.

      I had used the moon magic to create the lightning dome to help us win that fight. Although powerful, the dome had spread to only about two hundred elves, yet it had tipped the odds in our favour, and we had won the battle.

      The magic had weakened me, and I rested in my father’s tent until I was fit to travel again. I remembered the hollow feeling within me, similar to what I felt now.

      That feeling ~ the hollowness ~ could only be explained by the absence of the stones. I was sure every fae in the land felt the same. We had to get the moonstones back, at all costs.

      “I don’t remember coming here. What happened?”

      Rosalie and Arianna exchanged a look. My father came around the bed and sat beside me on a chair.

      “Dana,” Arianna said, stroking my hand, “when the elves broke into the palace to steal the stones, they also broke into your room.”

      “What? Why would they do that?”

      There was nothing in my room they could possibly want ~ unless the sorcerer liked to dress in princess dresses.

      “Faeling,” my father spoke up for the first time, “we’ve been back at the palace for weeks. You wouldn’t talk to anyone, wouldn’t eat. They did that.”

      “Who? Did what?”

      Arianna frowned at my father. “Coran, let me.”

      He grumbled.

      Now that I was more awake than I was a moment ago, the strangeness of the whole situation sunk in. Had I been sick? When I looked down, there was a tube sticking out of my arm, and another that appeared to have been removed from somewhere else.

      “Dana, the elves placed a cursed object into your room. The most powerful one there is. The Blue Diamond.”

      Cursed? What had it done to me? Did I now have fur? Was I no longer fae?

      “To what end?”

      “We believe that the purpose was to send you into depression. Into such a black abyss, you would not be able to climb out again. To trick you into thinking looking for the stones was hopeless.”

      The hollowness within me welled up. But, it wasn’t out of hopelessness. I wanted to find the moonstones. I had hope.

      “If Thomas had not said you smelled like diamonds, I would never have found the cursed thing stuck underneath your bed,” Arianna continued.

      “Diamonds don’t smell.” I tried to laugh, but my throat still hurt.

      “No, but jewellery settings have a pretty typical smell, and that’s what Thomas picked up.”

      My cracked lips burned as I smiled at Thomas, but I didn’t care. He’d saved me.

      I never wanted to go to that place again. Goosebumps crawled along my skin as I recalled the dark cloud I had been under. I now recalled hearing the people speak around me, taking the information, and twisting it in my mind.

      It made no logical sense, now. Why had I not gone with my father when he struggled to enter Raven Hall? Why had I not been there for the shifters to lend aid to those displaced?

      All I wanted was to make things right. The worried faces of my loved ones looked back at me as I glanced around the room. The feeding tube that was in my throat lay on the bedside table. Sore throat. It made sense now.

      I needed to get out of here. We could waste no more time. Already, too much time had passed, and the moonclaven was drawing nearer.

      This sickness, this curse ~ I needed to shake it off. Wiltera needed me.

      I had a prophecy to fulfil.
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      The world ~ the palace, Draeguard, Wiltera ~ looked a whole lot friendlier now that Arianna had removed the cursed stone from my room.

      The Blue Diamond was famed for its ability to hold a curse. It would periodically disappear for decades at a time, only to reappear within some unfortunate person’s home.

      Right now, it was locked safely within the steel walls of the royal treasury, after Arianna had removed the curse, of course.

      My father had invited us all for breakfast within the pavilion in the gardens. I drank it all in ~ the sunshine, the flowers, the bees and butterflies.

      “It is truly wonderful to have you at the table today,” he said. “Are you sure you are already strong enough? It’s only been two days.”

      Arianna, who sat beside me, instantly turned to me, her worried eyes searching my face.

      “I am fine, Father. There isn’t a place I’d rather be.” I smiled at him. “Except, maybe, on our way to Raven Hall.”

      The king smiled back at me, but the worry didn’t leave his eyes.

      Arianna touched my hand. “Dana, you were in a catatonic state for a week, with a feeding tube sticking out of you. It’s okay to need rest. Do not try to be brave.”

      How could I make it any clearer to them that I did really feel fine? I’d been a bit shaky the day I’d woken up, but once I had eaten, it wasn’t so bad. I think I then spent the whole of yesterday eating.

      Dean reached over to take the flask of orange juice. He winked at me.

      “Dana has a remarkable talent for healing,” he said. “After all, she got shot through the chest only two weeks ago.”

      Thomas elbowed his father, horrified. We’d hoped to keep the incident of my attempted assassination in the human world a secret from my father and Arianna.

      “You got shot?” All the glasses shook as my father bumped the table when he jumped to his feet.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Dana,” Arianna’s hands moved towards my shirt, “let me see.”

      I leaned back. “I’m fine.”

      Was it only two weeks ago that I got shot? There was barely a mark left on my skin. It seemed like an eternity that we’d come back from England.

      “No.”

      My stomach clenched at my father’s tone. We all looked at him.

      “You are still only sixteen and my daughter.”

      I knew that tone.

      “You will let Arianna look you over once you’re back in your room. We will have breakfast, now, but I want a full report of what happened while you were away.”

      I nodded mutely.

      “And, you will not be going anywhere, unless Arianna deems you fit enough to do so. My armies have Raven Hall surrounded. We are working day and night to retrieve the stones. This isn’t just on you, Child of the Prophecy.”

      He might as well have emptied a bucket of ice water over my head ~ it would have had the same effect. I’d gladly have Arianna examine me. Tell my father about my trip. But, not look for the stones?

      As the blood drained from my face, I could do nothing but stare back at him. This was my prophecy. It was my duty.

      It dawned on me, then, that we had not even spoken about the promises I’d made to the shifters. I wondered what the king thought about them being in Wiltera.

      All the other issues Wilterans had with the fae rule crowded my thoughts, and I had not discussed those with my father, either. Did he know the legendaries didn’t believe in him as king?

      My heart beat wildly as I tried to still my temper. It would do no good to oppose him now over breakfast.

      “Yes, Father.” I couldn’t help it that my eyes narrowed when I looked at him.

      His lips drew into a thin line, and he raked his hand through his blonde hair.

      “Very well.” He sat down again.

      Dishes clinked as we silently busied ourselves with buttering our croissants, pouring more tea, and ladling scrambled eggs.

      No-one spoke for a while after my father’s outburst. I understood, though. While I had been confined to my room under my curse, they had spent the last two weeks fighting a war.

      These past three days were the only uninterrupted time my father had been at the palace, and it was only because of me.

      Arianna had been away periodically, looking for ways to magically penetrate the barriers the sorcerers of Elothrien had erected around Raven Hall.

      Dean and Thomas had acted as go-betweens for the shifters around Wiltera and the fae of Draeguard.

      They had all been under tremendous stress, and their worry about me had only added to it. Their usually beautiful faces all bore worry lines and shadows beneath the eyes.

      As I looked around the table at them, I had an urge to hug them and to tell them it would all be alright. Maybe, if I had gone to my father when my moon magic first started, all of this could have been avoided.

      I needed to make this right. For them. For all the legendaries of Wiltera.

      Sighing, I bit into my croissant. The dark blueberry jam squeezed out of the side and slid down the corner of my mouth. I quickly moved my head over the plate, but before I could wipe, Thomas’ fingers touched my lips.

      With a mouthful of croissant, I held still as he wiped his fingers across my lips. His hand smelled like the toast he’d just buttered.

      The blob of blueberry jam clung to his finger, and he moved it to his mouth to suck it off.

      “Tasty. I think I’ll have some of that on my toast, too.” He grinned.

      Finally chewing the food in my mouth, I couldn’t help the slow rise of blood into my cheeks. I didn’t blush as often with Thomas, anymore, but the way everyone around the table now looked at us made me uncomfortable.

      That was another thing my father and I had not spoken about. If he were to find out that Thomas had singled me out as his fated mate, he would probably have Thomas banished or something.

      Even I didn’t know how I felt about it. After everything we’d been through, I could have sworn Thomas and I had known each other our whole lives.

      So much had happened in such a short time. My magic manifested during the spring equinox in March, and at the beginning of June, I fled the palace. Now, it was the beginning of September, with the equinox ~ and the moonclaven ~ only twelve days away.

      I’d known Thomas for only three months, during which we lived through harrowing adventures, put our lives at risk, and nearly died several times. Could you base feelings on something like that?

      The conversation around the breakfast table eventually picked up again after the jam incident, but it proved challenging to talk about anything other than our imminent demise.

      No matter my father’s good intentions of inviting us all to eat together, it served no other purpose than to delay the inevitable. We’d have to go back out there to keep fighting.

      One of the things I was most grateful for, was that the thought the elders and mages were losing their magic had just been placed in my head by the curse. Although they also suffered mentally from the loss of the stones, their magic was not affected.

      The fae were, magically, at their full strength. And, miraculously, so was I. The fight had to continue.

      Thomas walked me back to the palace after breakfast. Late summer in the gardens was always a favourite time of mine. Asters, chrysanthemum, lilies: I loved the colours of them all.

      We stepped through the arch into the marble hall of the entrance that connected the gardens to the palace, but even here, plants and flowers graced the walls.

      “Thomas,” I said when we walked through the quiet corridors of the palace, “please tell me what is actually happening out there.”

      We stopped and leaned over a railing. Half-finished renovations dotted the wide staircase below, as well as the level beneath us.

      “They don’t want you to worry,” he replied.

      “You know that not telling me the truth is going to make me worry more.”

      He sighed. “Your father isn’t lying. He’s just not telling you everything.”

      I looked at Thomas, raising my eyebrows.

      “They’ve made no progress. At all. They’ve tried from every angle, but just can’t get into Raven Hall.”

      The way Thomas avoided my eyes made me think there was something else. “And?”

      “Arianna hasn’t found any other spells or charms that could work against the elves’ magic.”

      Thomas’ right thumb tapped softly against the mahogany railing. He still didn’t look at me.

      “That’s not it, though, is it?” I asked. “What is happening that you won’t tell me about?”

      “Dana,” he pleaded, now looking at me, his eyebrows drawn together over his eyes.

      “Tell me.”

      He took a deep breath. “Some of Wiltera is blaming your father for what has happened. They are refusing to help. Some are even attacking the soldiers when they see them.”

      “What? No.”

      “Dean’s pack, and the others, have been trying to keep the peace, but the people are disenchanted by your father’s rule. You know that.”

      I did know that. The last three months had made that clear. It’s why I had promised the shifters a new Wiltera, new laws, a new life.

      How could we fight the elves, and the legendaries, too? Did we have no allies except the shifters?

      Even if I could convince my father to change the laws right now, there was no time to spread the news across Wiltera and persuade the people of its legitimacy.

      They wouldn’t believe it. They’d think it a ploy to get them to fight on our side, just to discard them again once the fight was won.

      “Dana, say something.”

      I looked up into Thomas’ eyes and noticed I’d been grinding my teeth. I tried to relax my jaw.

      “I was thinking.”

      “You do that a lot, lately,” he said. “You are very quiet. Withdrawn, even. Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “I’m…”

      “Please, don’t say you’re fine,” he cut me off.

      I stared at him. What did he want from me?

      “I want to know how you really are. Not what you tell the others.”

      His amber eyes looked at me with such gentleness and concern; I had the urge to press myself to his chest and let his strong arms wrap around me. Instead, I took his hand.

      “I feel like I have aged ten years,” I said. “Like I have the weight of the world on my shoulders. But, at the same time, I feel like a child because there is a king and his council above me that prevent me from keeping my promises. I feel like I have failed before I have even begun. Yet, I know I will never give up. But, this brings with it that I will always be that person that will put her loved ones into danger time and again. I am scared I will lose those closest to me, and even if we achieve victory, will I be prepared to carry the costs?”

      What a strange sensation to have finally spoken those words aloud. My chest breathed freely for the first time since I woke up.

      Thomas looked at me for a very long moment; his eyes searching mine. Then, he drew me into his arms, and pressed my face against his broad chest, just where I had wanted to be a moment ago.

      I breathed in his scent and let his warmth flow through me, soothing me.

      “Maybe,” Thomas quietly breathed into my ear, “it is time for a coup d’état.”

      I went stiff in his embrace and then tried to free myself of his arms. He held on tight.

      “Listen to me.” He stroked my back. “No violence, I promise. But, with you on the throne of Draeguard, we could turn this all around. You’d have the full support of the packs.”

      “You have this thought out?” I mumbled into his chest.

      “Dean and I have talked, yes. Your father has been too preoccupied to pay full attention the few times Arianna has tried to speak to him.”

      He let me go, and I looked up into his face. It was serious, now.

      “I am sixteen, Thomas.”

      “Seventeen before the year is out. There have been younger queens.”

      “Not in this century.”

      “Wiltera needs you.”

      “He’s my father.”

      “You being queen won’t change that.”

      “What will happen to him?”

      Thomas smiled. “You’d be queen. That would be your decision.”

      “I need to think about this. My father wants to see me in his chambers this evening. I will speak to him about my concerns. Maybe, there is another way.”

      “Alright. But, you have to promise me one thing.”

      “I do?” I raised my eyebrows at him.

      “Don’t shut down on me. We’ve been through too much together. Talk to me.”

      He lifted his hand and gently stroked my cheek. He still stood so close, and his amber eyes looked down at me with that sparkle he reserved just for me.

      My heart fluttered, and the corner of my mouth twitched. “I will,” I said, taking a step back.

      His eyes narrowed briefly, but then he held out his arm for me to take, and we carried on strolling down the deserted corridor.

      Sometimes, I wondered if I should not let him get so close. It hurt him that I wasn’t ready for the kind of commitment he was looking for. The thought of not having him to lean on frightened me, though.

      We’d almost reached my room when the warning bells of the bell tower rang through the palace.

      “What’s happening?” Thomas asked.

      “Let’s find out.”

      We raced back the way we came; the marble walls, the ivy lattices, and the portraits but a blur as we sprinted past.

      By the grand staircase, we turned right and shot down the corridor towards my father’s office, hoping he’d be there.

      When we found it empty, we ran back, hesitating at the stairs. We saw some guards run along the lower tiers of the palace. Others made their way down the steps.

      “Dana,” Dean called behind us, “Thomas.”

      “Dean, what’s happening?” I asked.

      His lips turned down in the corners. “What we feared the most. Come, your father is in the viewing tower.”

      The viewing tower overlooked all of Draeguard but was positioned on the east side of the castle, so you could also see the eastern gate.

      “What did we fear the most?” I asked as we followed Dean.

      Dean looked at Thomas, who nodded. My fingertips tingled with the magic building in them.

      “Those who no longer believe in the king have rallied themselves. They blame your father for the fact they have lost their homes, their lives. They have come looking for retribution.”

      We dashed around a corner and then up the stone steps of the tower.

      “What do they want?”

      “They have come to oust the king.”
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      The noonday sun beat down brightly on Draeguard as we stood along the parapet of the tower. Windows glinted in its rays, and the central lake sparkled, turning the city into a shining gem.

      Outside the eastern wall, the fields spread, and our livestock grazed peacefully.

      The idyll was misleading, though, as within the shadows of the edge of the forest camped the ragtag rebel army of Wiltera.

      “They’ve blocked off the road to Clover Hill,” my father grumbled.

      “What are your orders?” Captain Jared asked.

      “Let them be. They cannot gain entry. We will stick to our schedule and leave through the king’s gate in the morning.”

      The wind picked up my hair and blew it in my face as I turned to look at my father. I swiped it away, wishing I could do the same with my misgivings.

      Why had he not told me they were leaving in the morning? We only had twelve days, I knew that, but I needed to be there to retrieve the stones.

      Did he not want me to come along?

      “My Lord,” Captain Jared continued, “I’ll prepare the city for siege immediately. We’ll do a nighttime raid to drive the livestock in.”

      My father nodded, then dismissed Jared. Councillor William stood with his arms folded across his chest; his mouth cast down in a bitter slant.

      For the past few months, that councillor had meant nothing but trouble for me. I needed to speak with my father before William wormed his way back into my father’s pocket.

      “Father,” I came to stand beside him, “can I speak to you in private?”

      He didn’t turn his eyes away from the forest. “Later, Dana.”

      “Now, please, Father.”

      The frown on his forehead deepened, and his head turned towards me. “I have made plans for you this evening.”

      “This can’t wait.” I looked at him with big eyes.

      He sighed, and I knew I’d won.

      “Come, faeling.” He held out his arm.

      Councillor William narrowed his eyes as I hooked my arm into my father’s, and we left him alone on the tower with Dean and Thomas.

      My father’s tension and stress vibrated through his arm as he led me to his office. The past few months had been hard on him, too.

      Fresh air flowed into his office through the open windows, stirring the curtains. We sat opposite each other at his desk.

      “What is so urgent, faeling?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

      My heart raced now that the moment had come. Where to start? How to tell him? My hands shook, and I clasped them on my lap.

      “Why are those people outside our walls?” The words came out, and I cringed. Maybe, not the best way to start.

      My father frowned. “They have been misled into thinking that I am to blame for what the elves have done to them. It is nothing for you to worry about.”

      My thoughts knotted in my head like a ball of yarn, and I couldn’t grasp any of the well-planned questions or issues I wanted to raise.

      “Why have you never governed over Wiltera the way you governed over Draeguard?”

      The tired, relaxed face of my father’s turned stony as he leaned forward in his chair, looking at me through narrowed eyes.

      “What is this about, Dana?”

      “I was wondering,” I hesitated, faltering for a moment under his stare, “why I was brought up the way I was. I knew nothing of what awaited me outside the walls of Draeguard.”

      A frown settled on my father’s face. I knew I was jumping from topic to topic, but in my mind, it was making sense. I had to let it all out.

      “We raised you like a princess of the fae.” His chin lifted.

      “Yes, but, aren’t you king over all of Wiltera? Does that then not make me the princess of Wiltera?”

      My father’s face reddened. “We are fae, Dana. Draeguard is our home, our kingdom. This is where we govern.”

      “Am I, though, Father?” My hands stopped shaking as my temper took over. “Am I fae? Do I really belong here, or should I be out there, with them?”

      “What do you want from me?” His nostrils flared. “I have kept you safe here all your life. Protected you from outside influences. Sheltered you from my mistakes. The world would never have been able to touch you had it not been for the elves.”

      We glared at each other. Did he really believe he could have kept my real identity a secret for the rest of my life? Lied to me for the rest of his?

      “I want the truth, Father,” I said evenly, although my heart still raced. “I want to know why you turned your back on Wiltera. You are the rightful king of this country.”

      “It’s politics, Dana.” A vein throbbed at his temple. “We have enough to deal with right now. We can continue this discussion once the moonstones are back in our vault.”

      He sat back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “No,” I leaned forward, putting my elbows on the table, “we need to talk about this now.”

      He sighed, but not the ‘I-give-in kind.’

      “You’ve been trying to keep me happy by allowing Thomas to stay with me here so that I wouldn’t ask too many questions, isn’t that so? Also, because, right now, the shifters are helping our cause.”

      I didn’t give him a chance to answer.

      “It took me a long time to piece all the information together, but it finally makes sense. For generations, the fae have enforced these strict laws of not mixing races or magic, and then, in a moment of weakness, you break both these laws to father me.”

      His mouth dropped open, but he said nothing.

      “Two magical legendaries mixed to create a darkfae. After that, how could you possibly reign over a nation and carry on enforcing those laws? You were ashamed. You were hiding and hiding me, too.”

      “Dana, you need to understand.”

      “I understand perfectly well, Father. You may have loved Arianna, and you love me, too, but in the end, it is the fae that matter most to you.”

      “I have a duty as king. That does not detract from my love for you.” The colour in his face darkened.

      “Your duty is to all of Wiltera. If you cannot extend your protection to all the legendaries, including those of mixed blood, then maybe it is time for you to step down.”

      It’s in those milliseconds before disaster that you can feel each hair along your skin shift and stand erect. I felt that now and leaned back in my chair at the same moment that my father sprang to his feet.

      “What has happened to you?” he bellowed. “Are you still cursed? Who would you have take my throne, huh? I will not have you talk to me like this. You will remain confined to your room until the stones are back in Draeguard. Do you understand?”

      I got to my feet, shifting the chair backwards. My eyes never left my father’s.

      “I will take the throne.”

      His eyebrows raised so high; it left his eyes entirely round. Blood drained from his face; where he’d been puce a moment ago, he was now white.

      “You?” He blinked several times as if he was still trying to comprehend what I’d said. “Who put you up to this?”

      Before I could answer, he burst out laughing. My magic fizzled beneath my skin. I breathed deeply, waiting for him to calm down.

      It irritated me that he wasn’t taking me seriously, but I reminded myself that I had never shown him I could be a leader, too.

      Besides, I took the time while I waited for him to stop laughing to sort through my own feelings. I loved my father, but I now realised how little I knew him.

      His view of the world was different from mine. He wanted to keep everything here, close to him, safe where he could control it.

      Next to the hollowness I felt for the moonstones now grew a heaviness in my heart that belonged only to my father. If he was not the man to lead Wiltera into its next era, I would have to.

      He sat back down on his chair, still chuckling. The look on his face told me that his outburst had as much been to vent his anger, as to laugh at the ridiculousness of my suggestion.

      “Goodbye, Father.”

      His face fell, and the chuckle stuck in his throat. “Where are you going?”

      “You’ve told me everything I needed to know. Journey safe tomorrow.”

      I turned and walked straight for the door.

      “Dana.”

      There was concern in his voice as I put my hand on the cool handle of the door, but I didn’t hesitate to leave his office. I firmly shut the door behind me.

      My throat constricted painfully when I swallowed, but my mind was made. Wiltera needed more than what my father had given.

      Relief warred with disappointment when he didn’t follow me. I hurried down the corridors, my footsteps echoing strangely in the silent palace.

      My father probably thought I would run to my room to sulk at his outburst. To listen to his order to stay in my room.

      Although I had no clear idea of what I would do, that was furthest from my mind.

      The option to get the shifters to spring the coup d’état on him did not appeal to me. I did not want to take the throne by force.

      When I burst into the plush visitor’s lounge of the guest wing, Arianna, Dean, and Thomas looked up from some kind of map they were studying.

      “Dana, what happened?” Arianna asked. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

      My feet moved me towards Thomas as I realised that I did not know how Arianna would react if I renounced my father.

      “I can no longer, with a clear conscience, bow to my father’s rule,” I said, coming to stand between Dean and Thomas. “His views and laws are outdated and are harmful to Wiltera.”

      The shifters beside me gasped almost inaudibly but otherwise remained silent. Arianna’s mouth dropped open, then closed, again.

      “What are you saying, Dana?” she asked.

      “It is time for the oppressed to have a voice. Isn’t that what you have wished for? Isn’t that why the community of Wilderfield was established? I want to be that voice.”

      Arianna moved over to the settees and took a seat. We followed her.

      “Dana,” her eyes searched mine, “I know you made promises to the shifters, but no-one will fault you if you are not able to keep those.”

      “It’s not just about the shifters, anymore. We are about to lose everything to the elves if we don’t unite. They have used the divisions between us to fuel their dark magic long enough. How many legendaries do you think have died so the elves could wield their dark magic? We have a common enemy. Now, we need a common voice.”

      Now, that I had spoken that thought out loud, it sent shivers down my spine. Before the elves had the moonstones, all the dark magic they attacked the palace with must have come from artefacts ~ living items taken off legendaries.

      The fact they could use the moonstones to enhance their dark magic so significantly was even more proof we needed to do something drastic to stop them.

      Arianna stared at me. “What do you propose?”

      Before I could answer, Dean leaned forward. “I believe Thomas spoke to you this morning,” he said to me. “Are you considering our proposal?”

      “What proposal?” Arianna asked with narrowed eyes.

      The adults crowded around me, but I would not let them take the lead on this conversation. Not this time.

      “No.” I stood up, bumping my shin painfully on the low coffee table, but I didn’t flinch. “I do not want to depose my father at this time. Let him lead his armies. We might still need him.”

      I saw Arianna shoot Dean a shocked look before I turned and walked to the window. They mumbled behind my back, but I couldn’t hear their words.

      A plan formed in my head as the afternoon breeze blew through my hair. It mattered little that I had never been this scared in my life. All my big talk was just bravado.

      What mattered was that I followed through with my promises. I knew, deep in my heart, Wiltera needed change, and if it required me to bring it, then I would have to become the princess I have trained all my life to be.

      “Freckles.”

      Dean and Arianna still argued in whispered voices further back, but Thomas had come up behind me. I kept looking out the window.

      He joined me, putting his elbows on the broad windowsill. “I know you are about to do something dangerous and reckless. Promise me that you won’t leave without me.”

      A warmth settled around my heart, and I leaned on the windowsill, twining my hand through his.

      “I wouldn’t go anywhere without you.”

      Moments passed with only the warm breeze blowing in our faces and our silence keeping us company.

      Footsteps behind us let us know Arianna and Dean had stopped arguing.

      “Dana,” she touched me lightly on the arm, and I turned to her, “adults can be such fools.”

      This was not what I had expected her to say.

      “Sometimes, it takes a young mind to see things with fresh eyes. All I wanted was to protect you.” She smiled. “You don’t need protection. All you needed was a cause. The child I met a few months back has become the woman who now stands before me.”

      What had Dean told her? Or, was this something Arianna had meant to say to me for a while? I blinked several times, choking on my words, but Arianna wasn’t finished.

      “Know that we are with you, Dana. You can count on us to stand by your side. The politics here at court have already meddled too much with the course the prophecy took. It is time for you to rise.”

      “Aye,” Dean said in his oddly charming Irish accent.

      The corner of my mouth twitched in a half-smile. The anger and disappointment at my father faded, washed away as my magic surged through my veins.

      It buoyed my hope and carried it on its flood. I wasn’t alone in this. We still had time. Everything that had led up to this point had just been to prepare me for what was to come.

      I was finally ready.

      “My father leaves at dawn tomorrow,” I told them. “I want to be gone before midnight tonight. Can you be ready?”

      They all nodded somberly.

      “What is your plan?” Dean asked.

      “I am going to commandeer an army,” I replied and pointed out of the window at the horde of legendaries assembled along the edge of the forest. “That army.”
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      A third of the citizens of Draeguard had marched out to war. All non-essential staff at the palace had been sent home to look after their family members in place of those who had gone into battle.

      With the king absent, except for those few days for me, the councillors and advisers no longer lingered around the palace all day and night.

      Only the king’s guard ~ under Captain Jared’s command ~ remained within the palace.

      It proved almost too easy for me to acquire the things we would need for our nighttime exit. I reminded myself to be careful, even when there was clearly no-one around.

      At eleven o’clock, after all my other stops, I met with the others down at the armoury.

      “Very well, my Lady,” the guard said when I showed him the missive from the king.

      We quietly entered the armoury, and the guard closed the heavy iron door behind us.

      “How did you do that?” Thomas asked.

      I grinned. “I sneaked into my father’s office and used his seal and stamp to write this note. It grants us access to wherever we want to go.”

      Dean chuckled.

      “When I go down there to meet my new army, I need to look the part,” I continued. “I cannot keep fighting in borrowed clothes or princess dresses.”

      The lanterns’ lights glinted off steel as we walked through the armoury. Dean slipped on a leather cuirass, then spent the rest of the time putting arrows into a bag.

      Thomas, too, settled for leather amour. “It won’t last long with us,” he explained. “The moment we shift, we’ll have to take it off, anyway.”

      For me, I knew exactly what I was looking for. Draeguard had many female guards, who all wore this half-body silver armour. Not the heavy kind the warriors wore, but lighter, shapelier.

      It would not hinder my riding or other movements, but offered protection from arrows. Arianna fastened the straps around me, bemoaning the fact I had chosen to wear my jeans.

      The metal fit snug over my light shirt and hugged me comfortably around the middle. It had a short ‘skirt’ that hung over my hips to protect them.

      The armour curved to cup my breasts but left me enough room by my throat to breathe. Plates moulded to look like leaves covered my shoulders.

      “Let me help you with yours,” I said to Arianna once she was done with mine.

      She shook her head. “Look at you.” She beamed. “I am going to wear leather armour, too. You deserve this. They need to see you.”

      I needed no weapons, so Arianna and I helped Dean and Thomas carry the bags with the bows and arrows out of the room.

      “Guard,” I called, “please, have this taken to the stables. I will be there shortly.”

      We walked away, leaving the guard to follow my order. It didn’t take us long to collect the various parcels hidden in an alcove behind the marble statue of King Silverstalk III.

      Bags with our clothes, food from the kitchen, equipment for on the road. Two servants helped us carry, and two stable hands then helped us load it all onto our horses.

      Too easy, my mind screamed at me again.

      I could see the preparations for tomorrow’s march in action around the stables. While the horses slept, the stable hands polished their saddles and got all their gear ready.

      A one-man travel tent, saddlebags, provisions, and other equipment already sat outside of each stable. Besides ours, these forty horses belonging to Captain Jared’s men were the only ones left in Draeguard.

      The comforting smell of hay and horses settled my nerves, and I rested my head against Lapis Lazuli’s soft white face.

      “It’s time to go,” I whispered to her.

      She blew gently through her nose as if she agreed with me. After patting her neck, I led her out of the stable. The others already waited in the yard.

      “Princess,” Captain Jared’s voice froze me mid-stride, “I was unaware you are going out.”

      I took a deep breath before I turned to him and frowned. “I spoke with my father after coming from the tower. I think you had already left.”

      The captain nodded. “I only just returned.”

      My heart drummed against my armour, and Lazuli snorted.

      “I am to go with Miss Arianna.”

      “In the middle of the night? Why don’t you leave in the morning, with us?”

      “Because, I must go back to the human world,” I lied. “We may have discovered something to help us against the elves.”

      The captain’s face lit up. “That’s the best news we’ve had in a while,” he said. “I see you are more cautious, this time.” He pointed at my armour. “May the Goddess be with you, Princess.”

      “And you, Captain.”

      Jared stepped closer and helped me onto my horse. I smiled down at him, before turning Lazuli’s head to ride down the long road that led away from the stable complex towards the city.

      As the dark road stretched before us, my heartbeat slowed. We could not afford close encounters like this, right now.

      We hurried through the city streets and then on into the warehousing district. The horses’ hoofbeats echoed loudly in the stillness of the night.

      A host of lanterns bathed the area around the king’s gate in brilliant light, chasing away all shadows. Eight guards stood along the iron bars. A heavy chain, sparkling with a spell, wound around the gate.

      Captain Jared significantly enhanced the security on both sides of the tunnel since the dark elves breached it.

      The moment the guards saw us, four of them came towards us with their spears pointed forward. Not in an aggressive way, but cautious. They hesitated when they saw me.

      “Apologies, my Lady, please, state your business.”

      I lifted my chin but also softened my lips into a half-smile. “My business is my own, but you may read my pass.”

      The guard who had spoken to me took the missive from my hand, studied the seal, and then read the letter.

      He handed it back to me. “You must understand, it is my duty,” he said and motioned for those by the gate to open for us.

      “I would have reported you had you not stopped me,” I told him. “Have a good night.”

      Dean and Thomas took the torches the guards handed them, and the mile-long tunnel swallowed us. The gate closed, and within a few minutes, we could no longer see the light around it.

      “Is this the tunnel you escaped through the last two times you had to flee the palace?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes, only then I rode through here in the dark.”

      I laughed, remembering my wild thoughts about monsters lurking in the blackness behind me.

      This time, though, the company and the golden light of the torches made the endless tunnel seem shorter, and we soon reached its other end.

      The guards here challenged us, and we repeated the routine of our entrance to the tunnel. As we didn’t want to travel with the torches, we handed them back to the guards, before we continued on our way.

      Moonlight turned the sandy path ahead of us into a pale line we could follow, and it wound between the tall trees of the forest all the way back to Draeguard and then around it in a wide circle.

      By the time we reached the forest on the eastern side of the city, two hours had passed since we’d left. My father would leave within the next four hours, so we needed to hurry.

      “Wait,” Dean whispered, bringing his horse to a halt.

      Thomas growled quietly.

      “There are soldiers beyond that rise,” Dean carried on. “Captain Jared must have stationed them here. Let’s ride around.”

      I hated to be delayed like this, but even my letter from the king would not explain our presence here to these soldiers. Not this close to the enemy army.

      We veered off to the right through the forest, staying well clear of the ridge. A half-hour later, Dean led us back in, riding east.

      “There are more,” he huffed as we got close, again. “Maybe, the captain has them surrounded.”

      “Can you find a way around?” I asked.

      Dean turned his horse. “I’ve studied the layout of the land around Draeguard for the past week. I will find a way. Follow me.”

      Had it not been for the shifters’ exceptional sense of smell and hearing, we would have ridden straight into the waiting soldiers. I trusted Dean, and Thomas, to lead us, now.

      When we came to the road that connected Draeguard with Clover Hill, Dean stopped us, again, before our horses’ hooves even touched the packed surface of the road.

      Hiding within the treeline, he listened. A simple nod from him sent Thomas running on foot through the trees to the west. We stood in silence and waited.

      Not a broken stick, or the rustle of leaves, warned us that Thomas was back. He simply materialised out of the darkness and climbed back on his horse.

      He held up four fingers. Dean nodded, then turned his horse towards Draeguard, staying within the treeline. We followed.

      The dark, the silence, and the frequent stops so Dean could listen set my heart on an uneven rhythm. I tried to remain calm, so I would not infect Lazuli with my tension.

      “We’re here,” Dean finally whispered. “There are three men on watch about a hundred yards ahead.”

      My chest expanded and pressed against my armour, as I took a deep breath. Now what? We’d made it this far, but how to convince these men to take us to their leader?

      “Let’s do this.” I took the lead from Dean.

      The palm of my right hand glowing dully, and I raised it into the air. Its light spread only so far as to illuminate the redness of my hair and the shining silver of my chest armour.

      It didn’t take long for the lookouts to shout out and challenge us. Positioned strategically on vantage points, they looked down at us, weapons pointed.

      “I am Princess Dana of Wiltera, bearer of the prophecy. I have come to speak to your leader.”

      One of them stepped forward. He was common fae. “Princess of Wiltera? What gives you the right to call yourself that, eh? Give me one good reason we should not just shoot you off your horse, right now.”

      Dean and Thomas growled behind me. Arianna sucked in her breath.

      “I do not answer for my father and what he has or hasn’t done. I believe you have cause, and I am here to help you. Will you take me to your leader?”

      The three looked at each other. One was a satyr, while the third was also common fae.

      “Why should we trust you?”

      “You don’t have to,” I replied, extinguishing my magic. “Bind me, if you wish. I will come as your prisoner.”

      “No,” Thomas hissed. I held up my hand to quieten him.

      The satyr snarled at Thomas. “And, them?” he asked.

      “They can stay here,” I said. “I will go alone.”

      “Dana.” Arianna’s voice quivered.

      “It will be alright,” I assured them and climbed out of the saddle.

      Thomas took my horse’s reins, and the satyr bound my hands behind my back. The common fae kept their weapons trained on my companions as the satyr led me away.

      I didn’t dare look behind me, for I thought I might lose my nerve. The satyr led me down a twisted path through the dark forest until we saw faint lights glimmering through the trees.

      The rebels’ camp consisted of tents of every shape and colour, and although it was now nearly four in the morning, many of the insurgents sat around their fires and watched me as we walked by.

      Most of the people I saw were common fae or satyrs, but some were pixies and dwarves. I didn’t fail to notice that none were of mixed blood.

      “In here,” the satyr said gruffly and indicated a large black tent.

      Two men guarded the outside, and after the satyr spoke to them, one of them disappeared into the tent. He came back a moment later, indicating me to follow him.

      Without my satyr escort, I stepped into the dimly-lit tent. The guard grunted something, then left me standing to return to his post.

      A small clay cylinder with burning incense hung from the central post of the tent, infusing the air with hints of sandalwood. Shadows moved all around as my entry had stirred the air and disturbed the candles, which were the only source of light in the tent.

      My magic tingled beneath my skin, warning me, even before I noticed the shine of the eyes watching me from the shadows in front of me.

      Still bound with my hands behind my back, I remained still but lifted my chin defiantly. I would not be intimidated today. I had come here to lead an army.

      The eyes moved. A face appeared, and it took all my willpower not to gasp. Besides shifters, the only other legendaries that could pass as humans were witches.

      Their kind had been hunted to near extinction by humans over the centuries, and communities of them no longer existed.

      The tall, dark-haired witcher with the incredibly blue eyes that now rose before me took my breath away. His tanned skin contrasted starkly with the white of his open shirt.

      “Dana of Silverstalk,” he breathed, standing tall before me, making me look up at him. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “I would tell you, but I am still bound.”

      Quickly, I turned my back to him, taking a moment to catch my breath. I heard him chuckle but then felt the tug on my wrists as he cut my ties.

      “Sit with me, Princess,” he invited seductively.

      We moved over to where he’d been sitting on a pallet with blankets and pillows. He brought two candles closer, and they flickered gently between us.

      “My name is Damon,” he said, leaning closer. “Now, tell me, why have you come here?”

      The speech I had prepared vanished like smoke from my memory. This situation was so very different from what I had pictured it would be, and I tried not to look at the witcher’s muscular chest.

      “As of today, we only have eleven days until the moonclaven. If we cannot succeed in retrieving the moonstones from the dark elves, they will become rulers over all the legendaries.”

      Damon nodded. “So the fae have said. How do we know this is true?”

      “Would you take the chance to wait, and see for yourself, and only act once it is too late?” I countered.

      The witcher raised his eyebrows.

      I forged on, “Wiltera does need a change of leadership, but you will not find it with the elves. Legendaries have been divided for too long. We need to build a nation united so that we can grow strong again.”

      Damon’s eyes narrowed, and he considered me with a tilt to his face. “You propose to overthrow your father?”

      “Eventually,” I agreed. My heart thudded. “Right now, we need his armies to carry on the war they’re waging.”

      “Then, what are your plans?”

      “I need an army to help me save Wiltera from the elves, and I need your people to spread my message of hope, that all legendaries will have a place under my rule, even those of mixed blood.”

      The witcher audibly sucked in his breath, and I knew I had struck a nerve with him. If he agreed, he would be a powerful ally, making him my second magical by my side.

      The thought sent strange shivers along my skin.

      “We need to hurry, though,” I warned him. “My father rides out of the palace in two hours. Can you and your men be on the road by then?”

      Damon sat up straighter, and a smile played across his lips. The magic tingled in my veins, responding to something within him.

      “I haven’t even agreed, yet.” He chuckled. “But, yes, my men can be ready. Under one condition.”

      My magic flared, again, this time, warning me. “Condition?”

      “You must marry me.”
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      The ground vibrated as more than five hundred men, women, and horses marched through the dark forest towards the road.

      One of Damon’s men brought my horse, and once in the saddle, I joined Damon at the head of the marching army. The witcher rode a fine roan stallion, and he held a mysterious six-foot staff strapped to his side.

      Thomas, Arianna, and Dean fell in further back, but I did not get a chance to look at their faces.

      As Damon had promised, his rebel army had packed up camp within half an hour. Unless my father changed his plans and left early, our movement would not interfere with him riding out.

      The inside of my cheek started to bleed from my incessant chewing, and I wrinkled my nose at the taste of salty blood. I stuck my tongue against the ragged hole, probing it.

      I’d accomplished what I’d set out to do. There was an army at my back, willing to fight for me, ready to believe I could do for them what my father couldn’t.

      You must marry me. Damon’s words repeated in my head.

      A steep price to pay, and I should have chopped Damon’s head off just for suggesting it, no matter how handsome he was.

      I had eleven days to save the kingdom and to convince Wiltera’s legendaries to elect me as their new queen. A far cry from the aspirations my sixteen-year-old self had six months ago.

      As for plans, I had none. I made it up as I went along. It’s why I needed men like Damon. And, Dean. And, the shifter packs. I just wasn’t prepared to sell my soul for it.

      The moment I had let Dean know of my plans to desert, he’d sent word to his pack. They never roamed far from Draeguard. They would alert the rest of the packs and meet up with us as soon as possible.

      “You are quiet, Princess.” Damon guided his horse closer.

      “I haven’t slept.”

      It wasn’t tiredness that kept me from talking, but until I knew I could trust him, I wasn’t going to share my thoughts with him.

      “I admire your bravery,” he continued. “It takes a special kind of strength to do what you have done.”

      Our eyes met, and even in the gloom of the forest, his eyes were a startling blue.

      “This army follows tonight because I told them to,” the witcher said. “It is now up to you to make them follow you by choice.”

      My heart beat against my chest. The stomping of hundreds of feet and hooves behind me sounded loud in my ears.

      “You better be who you promised to be.” Damon’s full lips moved into a half-smile, dimpling his right cheek.

      “I would not be risking it all if my intentions weren’t true,” I replied.

      He nodded. “And, I believe you, which is why we find ourselves on this little trip.”

      “Then, what are you saying?”

      “Do not let the people down, Princess.”

      “I won’t.”

      A group of horses cantering up behind us made us look around. Dean, Thomas, and Arianna, accompanied by two of Damon’s men, reined their horses in beside us.

      Dean guided his horse to Damon. “There are four Draeguardian soldiers stationed up ahead. Just around the bend.”

      Damon raised an eyebrow but nodded. He indicated to his men, who selected two others and then rode ahead.

      “Thank you,” Damon said, then turned to me. “Your companions?”

      “They are my closest advisers and form part of those who already follow me,” I replied.

      “Two shifters and a,” he hesitated, taking a closer look at Arianna, who stared back at him, looking him up and down, “witch?”

      Arianna laughed. “You should know better, witcher. Under Dana’s rule, I’ll be proud to call myself darkfae.”

      Damon inclined his head. “Change is afoot, indeed.”

      The light rapidly strengthened as we rode on. By noon, we’d travelled past the half-way point between Draeguard and Clover Hill, but Damon did not call for a rest.

      By three o’clock, he gave a signal, which was passed down the line. In groups of ten, the rebels disappeared into the forest to our right, leaving a gap of about a hundred yards between each group.

      “What are they doing?” I turned to Damon.

      “Your father’s men hold Clover Hill,” he explained. “We’ll let the forest take us in and guide us around the town.”

      Within an hour, not a trace of the rebel army was left on the road. Arianna had helped the witcher obscure our spoor with magic.

      “There was a giant in this forest not so long ago,” I remembered.

      “The giants have gone back to the mountains,” Damon said. “Even the elves could not hold their attention for long.”

      When we came across this giant the last time we’d been to Clover Hill, it was just after we’d rescued Rosalie from the elves. The giant had tried to catch, or eat, our horses.

      Now, as day turned to evening, and the slanting rays of the sun turned everything into long shadows, the forest around us could not have been more peaceful.

      A gentle breeze in the trees above, the horses’ hooves brushing through the leaf litter, birds singing their evening song, and squirrels arguing in the trees, added to the soothing atmosphere of the forest.

      The regular ‘hooting of an owl,’ ‘laughing of a fox,’ or ‘cawing of a crow,’ all let us know the groups around us were safe.

      Damon knew a way around Clover Hill even Thomas didn’t know of, and by around nine in the evening, we passed the town and set up camp. Within an hour, even the last of the rebel army had rejoined us.

      “Dana,” Arianna came to sit by me while the men set up my tent, “are you alright? We haven’t been able to speak with you in private all day.”

      We both looked at the retreating back of Damon as he walked away, giving orders around camp. His staff was now securely strapped to his back.

      “Yes,” I smiled at Arianna, “I am just exhausted. It has been a long night and an even longer day.”

      She looked at me with narrowed eyes, and I thought I saw a flicker of doubt, or maybe it was just the dancing of the flames from the fire.

      “He has power, Dana,” she said. “You be careful of him.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “Thomas has had a rough day,” Arianna added. “You should talk to him.”

      Over the past couple of months, I had come to realise that I would rather fight armies, or duel with sorcerers than confront emotions. Or, worse, discuss them.

      I’d seen the looks Thomas had given Damon during the day, and I was sure, so had Damon. Unless I wanted to incite some kind of rivalry between them, I needed to ensure Thomas I was still his.

      I caught myself. His? Is that what I was? We’d made no such promises to each other, yet I knew that’s how he saw it, and I was okay with that.

      A log in the fire popped, sending orange sparks into the air. On the other side of the fire, Arianna tapped Thomas on the shoulder and pointed to me, before climbing into her tent.

      Thomas put down the hammer he’d used to secure the tent, then came to sit beside me by the fire. I moved up on the blanket to make space for him.

      “Thank you for putting up my tent.”

      “Of course,” Thomas said gruffly.

      We sat for a while, silently, side by side, while the camp around us settled. It had been a long march, at a fast tempo, and people were tired.

      “A witcher, huh?” Thomas asked after a while. “Never seen one of those before. Didn’t know we had one in Wiltera.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to answer.

      “How did you do it?” Thomas clasped his hands in front of him and kept staring at the fire.

      My heart beat faster. “Do what?”

      “How did you get him to help you? Give you his army?”

      Pulling my knees up, I wrapped my arms around them. “Like we discussed. I told him I no longer believe in my father’s politics, and I needed an army to forge my own way.”

      “He just agreed?”

      “He needed convincing,” I disagreed. “He needed promises. He will keep watching me like a hawk until he knows he can trust me.”

      Thomas relaxed a little beside me. Using mistrust as a reason for Damon to be around me the whole day had been a great idea. Guilt instantly ate my insides.

      “He’s powerful and probably dangerous,” I continued, “but as an ally, invaluable. We struck it lucky with him. Let’s make the best of it. Will you help me?”

      “You know you can always count on me,” Thomas said, smiling and taking my hand. His skin was warm from the fire.

      When my magic began to tingle beneath my skin, and the hairs along my arms stood erect, I knew Damon was on his way back through the camp. There was something about his magic that reacted with mine.

      With the excuse of my tiredness, I wished Thomas a good night and climbed into my tent. It would be a long day tomorrow, anyway, and we wanted to get an early start.

      We’d decided to approach Raven Hall about half-way to Oaktown. Damon had said he knew of an inn there, where the shifters could meet us.

      For days, now, my father’s elders and mages had been trying to break the spell the elves had placed on Raven Hall. In possession of the moonstones, the dark elves could now wield extraordinary magic.

      It appeared, the elves had surrounded the forest with some kind of shield, clinging to its outer edges. Nothing could go in or out.

      Sleep evaded me for a long time as I lay there, fretting about how I would break through this barrier. What if I couldn’t do it? What if even my magic wasn’t strong enough?

      Arianna had said that this was what my magic was meant for ~ I needed to have faith. It helped me little, now, as my stomach roiled and sweat beaded on my brow.

      The rapping on my tent woke me before sunrise from a fitful sleep, and I knuckled my eyes. Had I slept at all? After raking my fingers through my hair, I tied it up in a ponytail.

      An hour into our ride, the first rays of the sun crested the horizon, and I extinguished the glow from my palm.

      Damon now had some of his men patrol within a mile radius around us, so they could warn if soldiers approached. It was because of them that we crossed the main road between Clover Hill and Oaktown unseen.

      As the edges of Raven Hall Forest loomed ahead of us, my heart sank. The old, dark forest vibrated with whatever magic the elves had surrounded it with, setting my blue magic on edge.

      The inn Damon had spoken of, The Crooked Lantern, finally came into view just after noon, nestled beside a placid lake that went on to tumble over a steep waterfall into a narrow river.

      The shifter packs rested beneath shady hornbeam trees that flanked the inn on one side. I was surprised to see that most of the shifters were still in their wolf form.

      “You were holding out on me, Princess,” Damon said. “You do have your own army.”

      Seeing the packs bunched up under the trees along the shoreline beside the inn did look impressive. One hundred and thirty-six packs ~ over one thousand wolves, and the three hundred or so that had shifted had found themselves horses to ride.

      “The shifters are here to fight for their freedom, too, but I need Wilterans,” I replied. “People who know this land.”

      Damon nodded. “The word is out. The people will hear your message.”

      We rode up and spread out along the river. Dean and Thomas went to greet the packs, while Arianna and I went with Damon to look for the innkeeper.

      My mind was on crossing the river and breaking through the magic. If I could somehow do it, we wouldn’t be here long enough to inconvenience the innkeeper, but Damon insisted we see him first.

      The man turned out to be a pixie and looked to be a hundred years old in his wrinkly green skin. The tiny wings on his back had nicks and dents, and the short, blue hair was dry as straw.

      “This is Grizler, but everyone calls him Old Man Griz,” Damon introduced us. “He’s probably forgotten more than you know together.”

      The pixie laughed; a high-pitched sound that rang in my ears.

      Damon gently patted Old Man Griz on his shoulder. “Is everything still as it was?” he asked.

      The old man wriggled his eyebrows, looking at me. “Trying to impress your new girl, eh?”

      Damon laughed. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

      Old Man Griz cackled.

      “What’s going on?” I didn’t like that they were talking about me like that.

      Damon’s blue eyes flashed. “I will show you, but first, let’s have lunch.”

      “I can’t eat, now,” I said, turning away. “Show me where to cross the river, and I’ll test my magic on the barrier while our people rest.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Arianna nod in agreement, but then Damon took my hand and pulled me towards him.

      “Where is the trust, Princess?”

      His breath on my face moved the tiny hairs across my skin. My free hand accidentally brushed his staff, and it sent shivers through my body.

      “You came to me for help, remember?” he continued. “Now, let me help.”

      I pulled my hand free from his grasp and stepped away. “We don’t have time for games.”

      Damon cocked an eyebrow. “I’d love to play, but this is serious. We cannot leave until tomorrow, so you might as well enjoy the food, and the company, while you are here.”

      “Tomorrow? We only have ten days to the moonclaven. We cannot delay.”

      He laughed. “I love the fire in your eyes when you get upset.”

      Blue veins appeared under my skin, and my palms glowed brightly.

      Arianna took a step closer. “I’d take care, witcher.”

      Damon held up both hands and took a step back. “Alright, alright. I have asked others to join us here. It was supposed to be a surprise. They will be here in the morning.”

      The veins faded, but some of the glow within my palms remained. “Others?”

      “There is a group of satyrs that refused to join the elves. They have agreed to help us.”

      Arianna turned to me. “Lunch wouldn’t hurt, Dana. You’ve hardly eaten. You can practice after.”

      Damon grinned as if he had won a great victory and took my arm to lead me through to the inn’s deck, which overlooked the waterfall.

      “My girl will serve you now,” Old Man Griz told us in his raspy voice. “I must find truffles for dinner.”

      The dull thunder of the falls reached us up on the deck, but it was muted enough by distance that we could talk easily.

      The spray from the tumbling water hung below the level of the wooden platform, so we could see clearly over the river, across an expanse of open ground, and then into Raven Hall.

      I could not see the barrier the elves had put up, but I knew from Arianna’s descriptions that it was like an invisible, impenetrable wall.

      What all of us could see, however, was the disturbed soil of where the barrier touched the ground about half-way across the open expanse. That’s where I would have to go after lunch.

      The sound of boots on wooden floor planks made us turn around. A young pixie girl, with two long blue braids hanging over her shoulder, and wearing a pink apron, led Thomas and Dean out of the inn to our table on the deck.

      Behind them, Ollie and Steve, and some other shifters who would stay at the inn with us, followed.

      “Eating without us?” Dean joked.

      Thomas thankfully pulled up the chair beside me, earning himself a dagger-like glance from Damon.

      When all the shifters came over to greet me warmly before taking their seats at another table, Damon did not look pleased, at all.

      “Here are your menus,” the pixie chirped. “I’ll be back shortly.”

      While the others pored over the items on the inn’s menu, I stared once more out over the river. It felt wrong to be sitting here, idly, when I could be out there finding a way into Raven Hall.

      I listened to my companions’ idle chatter ~ mostly Dean telling the others about the packs ~ but was not inclined to participate. For now, I was happy enough that Damon wasn’t talking to me with his thinly-veiled intentions.

      A deer moved out of the woods across the field, and I watched it as it stood there, sniffing the air. Although far away, I could tell by its body language that something had upset it.

      The moment I noticed another movement to the deer’s left, it did, too, and the deer sprang away back into the shadows of the trees.

      I thought it might have been a wolf, but the racing of my heart and the sudden flow of magic through my veins told me that it was no animal that had startled the deer.

      There, on the other side of the barrier, within the treeline of Raven Hall, was Old Man Griz digging for truffles.
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      I blinked. It couldn’t be. With narrowed eyes, I watched the figure stoop, prod the ground with a stick, and then he knelt to dig up whatever he’d found.

      My mind, and my heart raced. How had Old Man Griz gotten past the magical barrier into Raven Hall?

      Did the barrier only start further into the forest? No, we could clearly see the line in the ground where it transected the open field.

      My hands glowed blue when I rose from my chair and left the table.

      “Where are you going?” Thomas asked as I walked to the edge of the deck.

      “Truffles.”

      “Huh?”

      Chairs scraped behind me. Footsteps followed me.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” Thomas asked, putting his elbows on the railing beside me.

      Damon’s soft chuckle to my other side made me take a sideways step closer to Thomas.

      “No,” Damon said, “I think Dana has discovered where Old Man Griz gets his truffles from that he serves for dinner.”

      Thomas now followed our gaze across the open ground towards the forest. It only took him a moment to spot the figure of the old pixie and for him to make the connection.

      “How did he get there?” Thomas asked.

      “That old man can’t keep a secret,” Damon sighed. “This was supposed to be my big surprise for you, Dana. I apologise that the senile pixie has ruined it for you.”

      The urge to slap Damon coursed through me, but I resisted.

      “I don’t need surprises, witcher. I need people I can rely on, information I can trust, and straight-forward answers to all my questions. We leave as soon as everyone has arrived.”

      The smug look on Damon’s face dropped, but I didn’t wait for an answer. If I stayed, I might not be able to restrain myself any longer, and I might end up turning him into a toad.

      As angry as I was, the thought made me giggle internally, and I wondered if that was possible. Could witches turn people into toads?

      I marched through the darkened interior of the inn and then out into the bright sunshine of its forecourt. Our horses had been seen to by the inn’s stablehands and now grazed peacefully some distance away.

      The packs still stretched out all along the lakeshore, and Damon’s rebel army now camped along the river.

      With nowhere else to go, I stepped out along the way we’d come. I just wanted to get away for a while; it didn’t matter to me where.

      “Dana, wait up,” Thomas shouted behind me.

      The gravel of the road crunched beneath his boots as he ran to catch up.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I just want to be alone.”

      “Oh.” Thomas slowed. “I can leave.”

      “No,” I took his hand, “you can stay. It wasn’t you I was trying to get away from.”

      He smiled and fell into step beside me.

      “I am glad you are here,” I said. “The way things are, we don’t get much chance to speak privately, and I think we need to clear the air between us.”

      Thomas’ hand tightened around mine. “I have been an ass, again, haven’t I?”

      “You and me, both,” I agreed.

      “The witcher,” Thomas growled.

      “Infuriating.” I sighed. “I cannot blame you if you are feeling jealous. The way he looks at me is so inappropriate.”

      Thomas steered me off the road and asked me to sit beside him on a fallen log. Songbirds twittered in a dense grove behind us.

      “The way he looks is inappropriate,” Thomas replied. “A man that handsome cannot be natural. I am sure he has enhanced his looks with magic.”

      I chuckled. Yes, Damon was handsome. I didn’t think other men noticed things like that.

      “I want you to know that I have no interest in him other than that he leads his rebel army as my commander.”

      “I believe you.” Thomas squeezed my hand.

      “Right now, I am bound to the witcher with promises, but once the war is won, and I am able to enact the new laws, all promises will be deemed fulfilled.”

      Thomas frowned. “Does he have a hold over you until then?”

      “Only my word,” I replied.

      A long sigh deflated Thomas’ chest. He knew I would not break my word after it’d been given.

      “I need you to trust me, Thomas. There may come some moments between Damon and I that will seem odd, but that’s when I will need you the most. Will you stand by me? Will you remember what we spoke of today?”

      He narrowed his eyes, and I could see he didn’t like what I’d said.

      “If he hurts you, I will not be able to stand idly by.”

      “No,” I reassured Thomas, “that’s not what I mean. And, I am quite capable of defending myself.”

      The growl that escaped from Thomas’ throat vibrated along my skin.

      I lifted his chin with my fingers and made him look into my eyes. “I promise to give you a signal should I need you to intervene. Whatever else happens, let it be and know that I am yours.”

      It was not quite what I had meant to say, and my heart leapt as the words left my mouth.

      Thomas’ amber eyes lit up. He let go of my other hand and reached up to stroke my cheek.

      His fingers found their way around the back of my neck, and he gently pulled me closer. His breath danced across my skin.

      My stomach swooped as his other hand wound around my waist, and then his warm lips pressed against mine.

      For just a moment, there was nothing else but the dimmed sunlight through my closed eyelids, Thomas’ masculine smell in my nose, his hands confidently holding me, and his warm lips firm against mine.

      My body gave in to its instincts, moulded to Thomas, and relished those few precious seconds before my brain kicked in, again.

      I put my right hand to his chest and gently pushed us apart. A crooked smile on my face betrayed the fact I had enjoyed it as much as he had.

      “We should get back,” I whispered, somewhat out of breath.

      “We should,” Thomas agreed.

      As if glued to the log, we remained seated beside each other in silence, watching the sun’s slow descent in the west. The shadows lengthened as the afternoon wore on, and as it got cooler, I rested my head on Thomas’ shoulder, and he draped his arm around mine.

      When the sun eventually touched the horizon, my stomach decided we had spent enough time sitting in the fresh air. It growled so loudly, the birds behind us stopped chirping for a moment.

      Thomas laughed. “I’m also famished. Let’s taste those dinner truffles, shall we?”

      Kiss, or not, I wasn’t ready to display any kind of intimacy towards Thomas in front of the rebel army, so we walked casually side by side on our way back.

      Besides, I could not afford for Damon to get the wrong idea, right now. I had my promises to keep, and so did he.

      As we neared the inn, its light flickered into life. Along the lakeshore, as well as along the river, fires burned where the shifters and the rebels camped.

      I wondered when the satyrs Damon had spoken about would get here and how many there would be. We could use the extra muscle.

      “There you are,” Dean’s hushed voice stopped us before we climbed the steps of the inn. “We’ve been looking for you. The witcher is gone.”

      An icy finger traced its way down my spine. “What do you mean? Gone?”

      “After that old pixie came back, Damon went to see him. When he left Grizler’s office, Damon didn’t look pleased. He stormed out of the inn, and that was the last we saw of him.”

      “Did he maybe ride to meet the satyrs?” Thomas suggested.

      Dean shook his head. “His horse is still here, and his men say they haven’t seen him.”

      “How long ago did he leave?” I asked.

      “He’s been gone almost an hour, now,” Dean replied.

      “Is he not just resting in his room?”

      “We looked.”

      I frowned. “Why does this have you so upset, Dean? Damon might still come back. He might just have gone for a stroll, just as we did.”

      “Come,” Dean growled.

      We followed him up the wooden stairs to the inn, and he walked us through to the large sitting room, where Arianna sat by a window, reading.

      Some other people had made themselves comfortable within the lounge, as well, filling the space with their mellow conversations.

      Through a large, wooden arch to the right, we could see through to the dining room, and many of our fellow travellers decided to forgo the campfires tonight and eat a proper meal.

      “Dana,” Arianna closed her book and stuffed it into her bag. I saw it was the purple witch’s book. “I’ve been worried.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you,” I said automatically, then realised that was something I would have said to my father.

      Did I think of Arianna as my mother, now? Was she worried because I was her daughter or because I was her friend?

      “We went for a walk,” Thomas said, but the tone of his voice made Arianna look at him with raised eyebrows, and I wished he’d rather said nothing.

      Dean spared us any further awkwardness by scooting past us to take a seat on the couch beside Arianna.

      “We are worried,” Dean said, “because Arianna said Damon mumbled a spell under his breath before he stormed out.”

      Thomas and I looked at Arianna, but Dean carried on, and we also took our seats.

      “She has been trying for the past hour to find out what it means.”

      Now, I raised my eyebrows. “No luck?” I asked. I couldn’t believe the witcher to know spells Arianna didn’t.

      “Nothing. I’ve gone through the book three times in the hope of finding something. Whatever the spell was, it was never taught to me. Maybe, it is reserved for witcher knowledge.”

      “Do you think he has turned against us?” Bile rose to my throat at the thought.

      “That’s why we’ve been looking for you,” Arianna replied. “We doubt Damon would lead his men into an ambush. After all, he marched them all the way to Draeguard. But, we’re not the one who negotiated with him, so we don’t have any insight into him.”

      I leaned back in my armchair and took a deep breath. As if I knew the witcher any better. Ha, I wish I knew him less.

      “He seems genuine in his desire to want equality for his people,” I told them. “It is why I was successful in convincing him to help me.”

      Dean growled. “Then, what is he up to?”

      “We’ll have to trust him, for now,” I said, even though I hated those words. “Let’s give him until morning.”

      The others remained quiet for so long, I worried they would disagree with me. Then, I wished someone would disagree with me, just so the decision would not be mine.

      There were adults here. Why could they not lead? They told me what to do just fine when it suited them. I crossed my arms over my chest.

      Arianna finally spoke up. “We don’t have much choice. Let’s wait until morning.”

      I stood up. “Thomas and I are going for dinner.”

      Arianna and Dean stared at my abrupt statement, while Thomas scrambled to his feet. Before the adults could ask if they could join us, I walked off, leaving Thomas to run after me.

      “What was that all about?” Thomas asked as we stepped through the arch into the dining room.

      “I’m just tired. Let’s find a table.”

      We looked around the packed dining room. The aromas wafting around us made my head spin and my mouth water.

      “I have a wee table in the corner,” a tiny pixie girl with short, spiky blue hair piped up next to us.

      Her apron reached down to her ankles because of her short stature, and we had to follow her closely so as not to lose her between the tables.

      The table she brought us to had space enough for two and sat in a dark corner of the dining room. I guessed it was not used often by the way the chairs had been stacked upon the table.

      With quick hands, and a cheeky smile within her pale green face, the pixie fixed the space for us. A crisp white tablecloth, two candles, red napkins, and a jug of sweet wine turned the dark corner into a far too romantic dinner date.

      “I’ll be back in a moment to take your orders,” she trilled.

      Thomas and I stood there for a moment, looking at the orange glow of the candles surrounding the table. Then, with a crooked smile, Thomas walked around and pulled the chair out for me to take a seat.

      “My Lady.”

      I giggled and pretended to tuck in my dress. “Thank you, my Lord.”

      The hubbub of voices around us from the other diners soon faded into the distance as we perused the menus and fell into our own conversation.

      “Steak with potatoes,” Thomas ordered when our pixie waitress came back.

      “Truffles?” she asked.

      Thomas shot me a sideways glance, and I nodded. “Okay,” he said hesitantly. I laughed.

      “I’ll have your truffle potato gratin, please.”

      The pixie skipped off to fill our orders after refilling our glasses with the sweet wine. Although exceptionally low on alcohol ~ it was more of a watery juice ~ I’d had two glasses already on my empty stomach and was feeling its effect.

      “This is nice,” Thomas said. “I wish we could have met like this.”

      Our eyes met through the flickering glow of the candle. His amber eyes looked like liquid gold. I’d never seen anyone with eyes like that before I met Thomas.

      “Do you think we could have been friends if we had not been forced to be together?” I asked.

      It hurt me when a shadow of sadness passed over Thomas’ face. He reached across the table and laid his right hand on top of my left.

      “You were really scared of me when we met, weren’t you?” he asked.

      I looked down at our hands. “Terrified.”

      “I am sorry I frightened you. You looked like you’d been through so much, all I wanted to do was comfort you. And…”

      When I lifted my head to look at him, again, his face looked pained.

      “And, I’d spent most of my life with Arianna. I knew her better than anyone else. When I saw you, I knew you to be fae and witch, just like her. I’d grown up knowing about the mixed breeds. Helped to keep them safe, so I was instantly drawn to you. All I wanted to do was to protect you. When you told me you were fae, just fae, I was so angry. Angry that you lied to me about being of mixed blood. Of course, I found out later that you didn’t know. I should have told you from the beginning what I knew. I am so sorry, Dana. Things have been so difficult for you.”

      My heart raced in my chest, but my mind didn’t know what to think. Would I even have believed Thomas had he told me? Would I have liked to know at the time?

      I tried to think back at all the other times he could have told me before I found out. Maybe, if Thomas had told me, Arianna would have come forward with her secret sooner.

      No matter how I twisted the scenarios, there were too many ‘maybes’ involved for me to draw a definite conclusion. I could be angry with Thomas, or I could let it go and forgive him.

      A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. Thomas looked at me with hope in his eyes. I turned my hand within his hold and let our fingers entwine.

      “It turned out the way…”

      Black smoke swirled around me, obscuring my vision. Thomas sprang from his chair, and he called my name. It sounded far away.

      The smoke circled me, held on to me, wrapped me up so tight I thought I couldn’t breathe.

      “Thomas,” I rasped.

      “Dana.” His voice so faint it barely penetrated through the smoke.

      The wrap around me squeezed tighter. I thought I heard screams, but everything was so far away, and then it vanished altogether.

      An owl hooted close by as the smoke released its hold on me, and I crumpled to the ground, landing on a forest floor of pine needles.
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      The owl hooted, again, as I scrambled over the pine needles. Darkness pressed in around me as my eyes tried to adjust to the dark forest.

      My ears strained as I listened for the sounds close to me. A soft shuffle, maybe a mouse. A light flutter, perhaps a bird stretching its wing.

      When my back bumped against a tree trunk, I lifted my palm and lit up the area in brilliant blue.

      The owl hooted several times indignantly and then swooped off a branch above me to fly away.

      “Sorry,” I called after her.

      The forest looked ghostly in my blue light as I turned in a circle, making the trees’ shadows dance around me.

      Where was I, and how had I come here?

      Lights sparkled through the trees in the distance, vanishing now and then as the trees moved. With my hand lighting my way, I followed the flicker until I could see it clearer.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I stood within the treeline of Raven Hall and stared across the open expanse at the inn on the other side of the river.

      The golden lights of its lanterns in its windows looked homely and inviting, but to the right, along the dark riverbank, a swarm of erratic torches moved up and down.

      Shouts and other sounds drifted across, but it was too far away to tell what was happening. I guessed they were looking for me. My hand glowed brighter, and I held it above my head, to shoot a beacon into the air.

      “Please, don’t do that.”

      “Ahh.” My heart, and my feet, jumped at the same time at Damon’s voice behind me.

      My arm came down, and the beam I wanted to shoot into the air now sliced through the tree next to Damon, making it teeter and come crashing down beside us.

      We ran for cover along the treeline, but even once the tree fully rested on the ground, I carried on running.

      “Dana,” Damon called after me, “please, wait.”

      Why were the men always faster than me? I was fit and athletic. Something very much like a hiss escaped me when Damon caught me, and I shoved my glowing palm into his face.

      “I mean you no harm,” he said in his seductive voice, holding up his hands.

      “Where have you been? Where did you go this afternoon?”

      “Come,” he cooed, “I’ll explain everything. Put that down.”

      He looked at my palm as if it was a physical weapon. As if I could sheathe it. The slight tremble in his voice when he referred to it let me know that he was afraid of my magic, and to be honest, I would be, too, after seeing what I had just done to that tree.

      I adjusted my defensive posture to something less aggressive by putting my feet together and clasping my hands behind my back. I, by no means, let down my guard, though.

      “Explain, then,” I ordered. “There are a lot of people looking for me, now, so you better make it quick. I have to get back.”

      Damon’s mouth twitched into a half-smile, but I was in no mood for his games, tonight. My nostrils flared, and I glowered at him.

      “Follow me,” he said, his voice, for once, serious.

      We walked back to where I felled the tree, and Damon picked up his staff from where he had dropped it after my attack.

      The witcher mumbled a few words, so low I could barely hear them, and the white crystal orb bound to the top of the staff lit up to light our way.

      The light from the crystal ~ at least I thought it was a crystal ~ had a strange effect in that it brightened the forest to almost daylight, but we could look directly at it without it blinding us.

      I’d seen witch lights. Arianna had those. Although I didn’t yet fully understood how those worked, I knew that what Damon carried was no witch light.

      We walked for roughly half a mile into Raven Hall when I noticed that the forest remained neutral towards us the entire time. Was this Damon’s doing? Or, was this because there was a barrier around it, now?

      “Where are we going, Damon?” I asked.

      “We’re nearly there. Please, trust me.”

      Goosebumps covered the skin on my arms as the temperature dropped within the forest. It had been a warm day, today, and I had not worn a jacket for dinner.

      “Take this,” Damon said when he saw me rubbing my arms.

      The leather jacket he draped over me smelled strongly of him: a mix of woods, incense, beeswax, and cologne. Pleasant, but disturbing.

      In the light of his staff, I could see the play of muscles underneath the skin of his arms as he moved, now that he only wore a vest. I sped up to walk beside him, so it would not be in my field of vision.

      “How much further?”

      As I asked, my magic flared up violently. I stopped in my tracks, the magic pumped through my veins, and the blue glow spread from my outstretched hands.

      “We’re here,” Damon chuckled.

      I bared my teeth as I tried to hold on to my magic. Beads of sweat broke out on my forehead as another force tested my boundaries. An alien magic wormed its way around my own, testing, prying, probing.

      “No.”

      My knees crunched into the dirt as I dropped down and milled my arms. A blue orb formed around me and then spread through the forest like a shockwave.

      Damon fell to the ground, and his staff’s light went out. Small trees and bushes got flattened before they were able to bounce back. Pine needles and leaves fell off trees all around us. Birds fell to the ground, stunned.

      In the darkness that followed, I took a moment to slow my heart and catch my breath. I could no longer feel the foreign magic that had attacked me, but the entity that my magic had warned me about was still present.

      Reigniting my palms, I rose to my feet. The blue glow illuminated the destruction around me, and I saw Damon crawl to his staff, and use it to heave himself to his feet.

      “What do you want?” I shouted.

      Damon looked at me, his face deathly pale in my blue light, and I wondered if I was wrong about the other person or being. Maybe it was his magic I felt.

      “Your magic is strong,” a disembodied voice floated through the trees.

      My heart jumped, and I tried not to tremble. It would do no good to show fear.

      “Indeed, it is,” I agreed. “I ask, again, what do you want?”

      “The same as you.”

      The voice sounded closer now, and I turned around. A grey shadow moved through the trees towards me. Damon came to stand beside me, and he lit his staff.

      “Put that out,” he told me.

      My palms flickered, but wouldn’t stop glowing completely. I just didn’t feel safe enough. Still wearing Damon’s jacket, I put my hands in the pockets.

      The grey shadow came closer, became clearer. Shadow became cloth. Cloth became a robe.

      A gasp escaped my lips, and the forest tilted around me. I reached out, and my fingers dug into Damon’s arm as I held on to him for support.

      The pine needles on the forest floor made no sound as the man stepped over them. His grey robe swirled around his legs like undulating waves. He carried a staff, too, which lit his elegant features for me to see.

      Silver hair framed his face as he looked at me with piercing blue eyes. My heart would not slow its frantic pounding as I stared at the light elf.

      His kind had not been seen in Wiltera for centuries. A millennium, even. They left before the dark elves even formed their own stronghold within Wiltera.

      Still, I did not doubt it; the man before me was a light elf. The way my magic reacted to him let me know I was right.

      The elf stopped several yards away, and with a smile brightening his already perfect features, he bowed to me.

      “Princess Dana of Silverstalk, it is a pleasure to finally meet with you,” he said.

      His voice washed over me, so smooth it left me feeling calm and safe. I let go of Damon’s arm and took a small step forward towards the elf.

      “And, who do I have the pleasure of meeting?” I asked; my voice anything but friendly.

      The elf lightheartedly laughed at my tone; once more instilling the feeling of calm and safety. I would have to keep my wits about me talking to him, or else he would charm me with this magic of his.

      “My name is Elgar of Erinvale. I have been sent with a message for you. Will you hear it?”

      My mind frantically searched through everything I had ever learned about light elves, but so few people still had dealings with them, the elves had practically become myths.

      What did they want, now? Why had they come to Wiltera? What did they want with me? I was afraid that if I listened to the message, he would enchant me with that voice of his.

      “Do you have the message written?” I asked. “May I read it?”

      Elgar’s lips pulled into a beautiful smile, brightening his handsome features. I wondered how old he was. ‘Ageless’ was the word that came to mind.

      “Alas,” he replied, “the message is in my head. I wish there were a better place to talk, but this will have to do. Shall we sit?”

      He gestured with his staff to a group of low boulders grouped around three tall redwood trees. We walked the fifty yards in silence, although I shot Damon a venomous look.

      What had Damon been thinking bringing me here? How did he know a light elf? I had so many questions.

      Both men drove their staffs into the ground when we reached the rocks, and we each found a place to sit. I braced myself for the elf’s voice and then asked him to relay his message.

      “There was once a time when legendaries lived in the human world, and for the most part, humans and legendaries accepted each other.”

      That was not how I expected the conversation to go, but I listened. The history Elgar spoke of was ancient ~ millennia ago.

      “As the humans’ thirst for knowledge grew, so did their questions. Everything they could not explain needed to be destroyed, for they feared it. That was when our extinction began.”

      The cold shiver that shook my body now had nothing to do with the cold. I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “It was the cruelty of humans that drove the legendaries to create the first parallel world. The magic required for something so extraordinary is immeasurable, and for one country, thousands gave their lives, so their loved ones could live in peace.”

      A haunting sadness tinged the elf’s voice, and I struggled to keep my composure. The creation of Wiltera, and the few other countries around the world, was something few people knew about. As a royal, I had studied it.

      “What little freedom and peace we now have came at a heavy price. Legendaries have been safe within the borders of our magic realms for centuries, and we cannot allow anything to threaten this existence.”

      I nodded, infected by his sudden fervour.

      “When a ripple of magic reached the high council at Astraea, they debated long if they should intervene. The ripple came from the birthstones, the moonstones, that created this world. Wiltera.”

      My blood froze in my veins, and I could not get my chest to take a breath. Birthstones? Created Wiltera?

      “When there was a second, much stronger, ripple, we could stand by no longer. The danger these stones pose in the wrong hands is unimaginable.”

      “We have been trying to get them back,” I said feebly and then scolded myself for speaking. I sounded like a little child.

      “The council of light,” the elf briefly closed his eyes and pressed his fingertips together as if in prayer, “the high council of elves has been dealing with these kinds of events since the beginning of time.”

      The weight of that statement settled on my shoulders. How did the elf do that? A simple inflexion to his voice could instantly trigger an emotion within me.

      “We are trained, in body, mind, and magic, to handle situations such as these. The high elves have always been the guardians, the keepers. We stay in the background until needed. Now is such a time.”

      The weight suddenly dropped off my shoulders, and I could breathe freely. My mind cleared, a small smile played around my lips, and I had not been this carefree in a long time.

      The fate of Wiltera did not lie solely with me; I had allies. Guardians who would step in, succeed where I had failed, and once more restore order to the chaos.

      This would leave me free to campaign across Wiltera to garner support for my reign as the new queen. I almost laughed; it sounded so simple.

      Elgar looked at me with an expectant face, his elegant eyebrows arched over his sea-blue eyes. The confidence with which he watched me annoyed me and a frown creased my forehead.

      He’d done it, again, hadn’t he? That honey-glazed tongue of his had enchanted me. He wanted me to think I could just hand over my fight and be done with it.

      To what end? Did they want the moonstones for themselves? Could I trust him? Was he telling the truth?

      “No,” the word came out slowly as I forced it between my lips. “I need to fight.”

      For the briefest moment, a shadow of disbelief passed across the elf’s eyes; then it was gone.

      “Your magic is strong, Princess,” Elgar admitted, “but the responsibility is no longer yours.”

      “You cannot take that away from me.”

      Even Damon gaped at the elf, and I wondered if he’d known about the elf’s intentions.

      “I came here, today, to let you know the high council of Astraea is aware of the fae’s blunder. I hoped to enlist you as a warrior to aid us in retrieving the stones, but it cannot be. We cannot afford any more mistakes.”

      The finality in Elgar’s voice crumpled my spirit, but I fought through it. He would not silence me with his magical voice.

      “The fae’s blunder? We have not failed, yet. The stones call to me, and nothing will stop me from going after them. The moonclaven is in nine days. I cannot sit here with you, and debate, when there are actions we need to take.”

      Elgar rose to his feet, somehow appearing taller than he did before. He pulled his staff out of the ground and approached me. I got up to meet him on even footing.

      “That is why we are here, child,” Elgar thundered, “to prevent the end of your world.”

      My magic simmered beneath the surface of my skin. What did he mean ‘the end of my world?’

      “I am no child, elf,” I said between clenched teeth and drew myself up to as tall as my spine would allow. “This is my country and my people. The stones belong to the fae. Your help is welcome, for sure, but while you are here, you are to treat me with the respect I deserve.”

      “Dana,” Damon grabbed me by my arm, “have you lost your mind?”

      I rounded on him. “How do you know this is not some trick? We have no time to be deceived again.”

      “Dana, these are the high elves of Astraea,” he whispered and pushed me backwards under Elgar’s haughty glare.

      We stopped just out of the circle of light the staffs cast around the forest, and Damon turned me to face him.

      “They are here to help. My family has been their contact in Wiltera for generations. It’s an honour passed down from father to son.”

      I searched his deep blue eyes, but they did not waver. He believed what he said.

      “Come,” he took my hand and led me back to Elgar, “let the light elves set things right.”

      When we stepped back into the light, I thought I saw a satisfied sneer on Elgar’s face, but it vanished so quickly that I wasn’t sure.

      A bitter taste settled at the back of my throat, and no matter how Damon put it, I didn’t like the idea of leaving it all up to the light elves.

      My magic didn’t think so, either, for it now bubbled to the surface. Its energy surged through me, and my palms lit up. Dark veins crept up my neck.

      “Dana?” Damon asked and stepped away.

      The elf swung his staff and pointed it at me. “You have more questions?”

      “I am coming with you,” I said, my vision already tinged with blue as I held on to my magic.

      That sneer I thought I had imagined earlier now reappeared. At the same time, a blinding light shot from Elgar’s staff, which hit me in the centre of my stomach.

      I sailed through the air, my scream drowned out in pain and, finally, in blackness.
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      Chaos swirled around me; my family frightened, they clung to me, and their faces smeared with blood. People screamed, others ran, while others, yet, gathered below in the vale, weaving their magic.

      A dull droning permeated the air, undulating across the valley like ripples in a lake. The magic spread, took hold, and grew stronger.

      The children gripped my skirts; they wailed, terror on their little faces. All around us, the men battled ~ fae, satyrs, elves, dwarves, all of us, united ~ to hold off humankind, who had finally come to kill us all.

      I held on to my children, pulled them close, as the moonstones rose above the magic weavers. The magic pulsed from the stones in bright waves; the droning ever louder.

      All of us up on the hill shielded our eyes as the light became too bright. The children screamed, and I gathered them in my arms.

      The pulse of the magic quickened; the drone impossible to bear. The husband came, and he threw his arms around all of us, as the magic exploded in a white-hot shockwave.

      We cowered within his strong embrace, weathering the magical explosion. I closed my ears, and heart, to the awful screams from down the vale.

      “We must leave, now, woman.”

      He picked up the children in his arms, with two bags over his shoulders. I carried our bedding, the only other possessions we still owned.

      People everywhere ran down from the slope towards the shimmering slice within reality, that looked like someone had torn their fabric, and you could see the other fabric beneath.

      All around this shimmer, the magic weavers lay dead. Thousands of glassy eyes stared at us from pale faces as we climbed over them to get to the place they had given their lives for us to go to.

      

      I sat bolt upright and took a huge breath as if I’d been in fear of suffocating.

      “Dana, Dana,” Damon’s voice had lost all its bravado, “oh, thank the Goddess.”

      The witcher’s face appeared next to me; pale in the light of his staff, which stuck in the ground beside him. His usually attractively messy hair looked dishevelled.

      “Where is he?” If I were a dragon, I would have spit fire with those words.

      Damon grabbed me by my arms as I tried to get up. “He’s gone. Don’t get up. How are you feeling?”

      My magic buoyed my anger, and it bubbled dangerously within the limits of my control.

      “What did he do to me?”

      “I don’t know,” Damon said, but he tilted my head and pulled my eyelids to look into my eyes.

      I jerked away. “I’m fine. What happened?”

      “Dana,” Damon sighed, “you were out for nearly an hour. Your heart and breath were so faint; any other man might have thought you dead.”

      Damon let go of me as I relaxed my body. I tucked my legs beneath me and noticed that the witcher had made me a pillow of moss and grass to rest my head on while I was under the elf’s spell.

      Even though I still wore Damon’s jacket, I shivered in its embrace. My skin was like ice, and the moment I noticed, my teeth chattered.

      “Here,” Damon said and sat down behind me with his legs spread. He pulled me towards his chest, then wrapped his arms around me.

      His scent enveloped me, and his nearness bothered me, but his warmth soon spread through me. I continued to shiver, and he rested his head on my shoulder and gently rocked me.

      “I thought I’d lost you. Would you believe me if I told you I had no idea it was the elves’ intention to exclude you from retrieving the moonstones?”

      My eyes closed as my body relaxed further into his embrace. I tried to tell myself it was only because of the cold that I needed him, but if I was honest with myself, I needed the comfort, too, right now.

      Now that I was awake, and my initial rage after waking up had receded, the memory of that dream, or vision, I had about the creation of Wiltera flooded back.

      “Dean told me you had gone missing this afternoon. Everyone was suspicious, but I told them to give you grace until the morning.”

      Damon chuckled, and I bounced on his chest.

      “While Old Man Griz was digging for truffles, Elgar gave him a token to give to me. I was displeased when the pixie called me into his office, but as the guardian of knowledge, I had to answer the call.”

      “Where is the elf, now?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. You fell over like a stone, and I caught you…”

      “That’s not how I remember it. He blasted me with that light, and I flew halfway across the forest.”

      “No,” I could feel Damon shaking his head, “maybe it felt like that to you, but you went totally stiff, then just toppled over backwards. I caught you in my arms, and when I looked up, the elf was gone.”

      With my body slowly warming up, and now the talk of truffles, its normal functions resumed. As if to remind me that Damon had ripped me away before I could eat dinner, my stomach growled loudly.

      “Hungry?” He laughed, low, pleasant.

      “I had just ordered food when you whisked me away. How did you do that?”

      Damon’s arms stiffened. “That wasn’t me. The elf brought you over, but he thought I should talk to you, first, and bring you to him.”

      “Oh.”

      “I am honestly sorry, Dana. I believe the light elves mean well in that they want to retrieve the stones, and I also believe that they will succeed. But, I am sorry for the way Elgar treated you.”

      “I saw it, you know?”

      “Saw what, Dana?”

      “Elgar gave me a vision of how Wiltera was created. I saw them all die. Saw the terror on the families’ faces as they stepped over the dead to reach the place made for them.”

      “Oh, Dana.” Damon’s arms wound around me tightly, and he pressed his face to mine. Our bodies rocked in unison.

      I let Damon hold me, comfort me, for the pain I felt within me was real. The way those children had looked at me, the fear in their eyes, it had touched me deep inside.

      When the chill on my skin turned to warmth, and Damon’s breath on my neck became uncomfortably intimate, I broke off the contact I had needed for my own reasons.

      “I’m fine, now, Damon,” I said, wriggling out of his embrace.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, thank you. May I keep your jacket a while longer?”

      He smiled; those incredible blue eyes flashing. “You may keep it as long as you like.”

      Words. I cringed internally. With the light elf, I knew it was some kind of magic that influenced my thinking when he spoke to me. With Damon, however, it was merely his tone and inflexion that elicited a reaction within me, whether I wanted it to or not.

      It made me think, again, about my promise to him. When Damon and I had made our deal, neither of us had known the light elves would interfere. What if everything turned out differently, now?

      “We need to get back.” I stood up; my legs a little unsteady.

      Damon sprang to his feet. “Here, take my staff.”

      He pulled the staff out of the ground and handed it to me. My right hand closed around the smooth carved wood and, to my surprise, it was warm.

      “It will guide you true,” Damon said. “No matter how tired your body, it won’t let you fall. Come, I’ll show you the way back.”

      The darkness of the forest receded ahead of us as the staff lit our way. My legs steadied beneath me, the strength returning to my limbs, and I wondered what the elf had done to me.

      “Did Elgar not have a staff like this?” I asked Damon.

      “He carries a moon orb, the same as is in this staff, but his is an elven sorcerer’s staff and cannot be compared to mine. What you are holding was not made, Dana, it chose to be mine.”

      A tingling travelled up my hand, and a notion settled in my mind. I frowned, trying to understand. Was the staff communicating with me?

      “What do you mean? It chose to be yours?”

      Damon chuckled, a sound I was starting to like. “The staff is called Lightbringer, and it’s made from neverwood.”

      My heart bounced against my ribs, and I gasped. “There hasn’t been a neverwood tree in Wiltera in centuries.”

      “Which is why no-one must ever know about Lightbringer,” Damon warned. “I trust you to keep this secret. You have felt it ~ the warmth, the living spirit. I know it would have communicated with you, for you are worthy.”

      I nodded dumbly. I had felt it. The pleasant tingling where my palm touched the wood; the warmth of the wood that travelled all the way up my arm; the comfort and confidence it brought.

      “Very few people have touched my staff, but of those who have, none have ever felt anything other than cold, smooth wood. You are the first.”

      “I am honoured, then.”

      “There is no better wood to amplify magic than neverwood. Lightbringer has never failed me. I am glad I could share this with you.” He briefly touched my hand holding the staff. “Come, this way.”

      The terrain of the forest became rocky as we went down a ravine. Here, the tall pines clung to the hillside at steep angles, and their needles made the going slippery.

      Damon used the trees to brace himself as he went down, but I had no such need. Lightbringer guided me true, as Damon had said. Not once did I slip, nor did I stumble.

      “There is an easier way on the other side of the ravine. I will show you tomorrow,” Damon said when we reached the bottom.

      The bottom of the ravine held a broad, rapid river, and I wondered if it was the same as ran past the inn. I was going to ask Damon, but he took the lead, now, and walked several yards ahead of me.

      The noise from the river rushing over rocks made talking near impossible, so I followed. We walked at a brisk pace along the river bank on a narrow stretch of flat ground.

      The sides of the ravine soon became steeper and crowded in on us. The river tumbled over an ever-narrower bed, and massive boulders created dangerous rapids.

      The temperature dropped significantly down here in the gorge, and even with Damon’s jacket, I soon shivered. The witcher, in only his vest, seemed unaffected by the cold.

      Lightbringer’s orb soon shone on a mass of boulders up ahead. They looked to block our way, but Damon wove between them unerringly.

      The river disappeared from sight, although we could still hear its rushing to our right.

      We clambered over rocks, and in between them, and then Damon led me into a cave. The floor vibrated dully, and the sound of water somewhere far away reached us.

      “This way. Stay close.” Damon took my free hand.

      The vast ceiling of the cave domed above us, stalactites clung to its roof. We crossed the cave to the other side and then followed along its wall for what must have been at least a mile.

      It gave me shivers to imagine being lost in here without light, as several smaller caves branched off from the main one to lead who knew where. The smell alone, of cold stone, stale air, and bats, frightened me.

      The cave eventually dipped, and we went further down into the ground. The vibrations, here, were stronger, and the noise within the cave, overwhelming. I clung to Damon’s hand, and the staff with the other, as if my life depended on it.

      My feet splashed through muddy ground for several yards, before the elevation rose, again. It wasn’t long before there were steps hewn into the stone, and then, some way further on, wooden floor planks covered the ground.

      “We’re here,” Damon said.

      I looked ahead and saw a wooden door ~ the size of a barn door ~ at the end of the cave. Damon opened the right half of the door and ushered me through.

      On the other side, the rock had been hewn into a tunnel of no more than ten yards, and it led to a large open space, which contained an assortment of stored foods on shelves and barrels.

      “This is under the inn,” Damon told me now. “This is Grizler’s storage room. The main river used to flow through this cave but changed course long ago. Only a part of the river still flows underground, but it found a new channel.”

      “We walked right underneath the dark elves’ barrier,” I gasped.

      Damon grinned. “That’s why I brought you here.”

      “You knew?” I rounded on him. “You let me worry the entire time how to breach the barrier, and you knew?”

      The staff vibrated in my hand, and the orb of light shone blue. Damon put up both hands.

      “Dana, calm down.” His eyes darted to the glowing orb. “It was meant to be a surprise. I thought you would be happy.”

      My nostrils flared, and I took a steadying breath.

      “Let us agree now that I do not like surprises. If you have information, share it with me.”

      The staff returned to its white glow and grew still in my grasp. Damon visibly relaxed.

      “Please, forgive me.” The softness in Damon’s blue eyes took me aback. “You are right; if we want this to work, we need to trust each other.”

      Damon stepped forward and put his hand over mine where it held the staff. Tingling like lightning flashed through my hand at the touch, and it sent waves of heat through my body.

      Gasping, I let go. Damon chuckled.

      “Lightbringer likes you.”

      “Let us go. It is late.” I turned for the door on the other side of the storeroom.

      Still chuckling, Damon followed. How dare he set my blood aflame like that? What magic was this? He was arrogant, secretive, and devious. What made him think I would fall for his tricks?

      The doors leading out of the storeroom were equally large as the ones leading from the cave. They led to a flat expanse of ground behind the inn, just below the deck.

      A few lights lit the inn, and some low fires burned along the lakeshore and the river where the shifters and the rebels camped. Small sounds drifted over to us: nighttime birds, crickets, muttered conversations.

      Nothing eluded to the fact I had disappeared a few hours ago. Had they stopped looking? Had I imagined the torrent of torches gathering after I vanished?

      Damon and I hurried around the building and up its wooden steps. The dining areas were closed, now, and the sitting areas empty. We rushed up the stairs, and I knocked on Thomas’ door, first.

      “Thomas, it’s me, Dana.”

      My heart beat frantically as I waited for an answer. A few doors down, Damon knocked and listened, then looked to me.

      He tried another door, while I tested the door handle to Thomas’ room. It was unlocked. The moment I stepped over the threshold, I knew it would be empty. I checked Thomas’ bed, but it was cold.

      Disappointed, I returned to the hallway. Damon came out of another room.

      “There is no-one here,” he said. “They are all gone.”
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      “Gone?”

      My mind raced as I went through the names of those who had chosen to stay with us at the inn.

      Thomas and Arianna. Dean and his two ‘bodyguards,’ Liam and Shane. Ollie and his men, Hank, Paul, and James. Steve. And, a handful of Damon’s men.

      Damon and I looked at each other across the hallway. The silence around us enhanced by the knowledge that no-one was here.

      “Someone must know where they’ve gone,” Damon said. “Come.”

      He led the way back down the stairs; the thud, thud, thud of our boots loud on the wooden steps.

      When we got to the foyer, a sleepy-eyed pixie girl in a nightdress and a robe blocked our way.

      “You have come back.” She yawned. “I am to tell you they are looking for you in the forest.”

      Damon grasped her by her arms. He towered over her diminutive figure, and she stared up at him, frightened.

      “When did they leave?” he asked abruptly. “Did they tell you anything else?”

      “No, Sir. Nothing,” she whimpered. “They left after they saw the light in the forest.”

      Damon let her go, and she scampered away into the darkened inn.

      “They must have seen you fell that tree,” Damon said.

      “Or, the light from Lightbringer’s orb.”

      “No,” Damon shook his head, “others can’t see it unless it’s used as a beacon to guide someone to you.”

      “We need to go after them.” I was already half-way out the door.

      Damon followed, but he grabbed my arm and slowed me down.

      “Wait, Dana, let’s see who is still here. They may know more, and they could help us.” He stopped me and turned me to face him. “You need to eat, and rest, before you go out there, again.”

      As if to prove him right, my stomach growled, but I wouldn’t die if I missed dinner and a night’s sleep.

      “We can eat along the way,” I suggested. “You speak to your people, and I’ll speak to the shifters.”

      Damon hesitated for a moment, then he nodded and let me go. He marched off through the dark towards the river, while I rounded the inn and then walked across the field towards the lake.

      I let the orange light of the campfires guide me through the dark, and the smell of wood smoke welcomed me when I reached the camp. Several of the wolves resting around the tents stared at me.

      “It’s me. Dana.” I lit up my palm.

      A dark grey wolf howled, while some others ran away ~ to call their alphas, I assumed. Two brown wolves came towards me, wagging their tails.

      “Hello,” I said, awkwardly petting the darker wolf’s head. I had no idea who they were.

      “Dana, everyone is looking for you.”

      I looked up over the heads of the wolves at one of the alphas approaching me. If I remembered correctly, his name was William, but I could not recall which county he ruled.

      “Yes, I have been told. I want to go after them, but…”

      A wild thought struck me as I looked at the alpha, and the camp now coming to life behind him. More and more wolves gathered around, and people climbed out of their tents.

      “What’s wrong?” William asked. “We have enough people to help you.”

      “Have the satyrs arrived that Damon was expecting?”

      William narrowed his eyes. “No, no-one has come here.”

      My magic tingled beneath my skin. That light elf had thrown everything upside down. We had so little time; we could not afford any delays.

      “William,” I hoped I had the name right, “pack up camp and be ready to go in an hour. We’re going into the forest.”

      He grinned. “Now, we’re talking.” He turned around. “You heard the princess. Get going.”

      To the sound of howls and shouts, I turned and ran back towards the inn. Fire raced through my veins, now, eager to put my decision into action.

      “We’re leaving,” I shouted the moment I spotted Damon. “Break camp and gather your men.”

      Damon dashed after me as I hurried on past him up the steps of the inn.

      “What’s your plan?”

      “We cannot waste any more time. If they have gone into Raven Hall to look for us, then we might as well bring the rest of our army through. Give your orders, and then pack your things.”

      I left him standing at the entrance and did not look back to see if he obeyed. I took the stairs two at a time and then went to Arianna’s room, first. We travelled light, and I noticed she’d taken both her bags.

      It was the same in Thomas’ room, and Dean’s, and the others. They’d taken their bags, and I could only guess that they expected to be away for more than a day looking for me…or us, I added as an afterthought.

      Did they suspect I was with Damon? How did Thomas feel about that? I could only imagine the panic that must have ensued after the black smoke took me away.

      The bag with my clothes was gone from my room, too, probably taken in the hope that they would find me.

      With my heart pounding, I ran to the bed and knelt to look beneath it. My little rucksack ~ the one that held the purple book, my daggers, my father’s money, and my personal items ~ peeked at me, untouched, from under the bed.

      I pulled it out and checked its contents. With a sigh of relief, I swung it over my back and made my way to the kitchen.

      The locked door presented no obstacle for me ~ a simple flick of moon magic did the trick ~ and I searched through the pantry for things to eat. Dry bread, hard cheese, cold meatloaf, and plain potatoes all tasted perfectly fine to me; I was so hungry.

      “Are you going to leave some for me?”

      I startled at Damon’s voice behind me.

      “Find your own,” I said with my mouth still full of food.

      Damon laughed but searched the shelves for something to eat.

      “We’re nearly ready to go,” he said as he sat down beside me with some roast pork. “I’ve asked everyone to gather in front of the inn.”

      “The satyrs aren’t here, yet,” I reminded him. “Leave some of your men here, so they can guide them through once they arrive.”

      “Mhm,” he agreed with me; his mouth now full of food.

      The situation would have been funny ~ the two of us breaking into an inn’s kitchen in the middle of the night, and then eating food on the pantry floor ~ had it not been so serious.

      As it was, I itched to get going. The food disappeared into my mouth faster than was dignified, but I didn’t care.

      Suddenly, Damon’s hand paused half-way to his mouth, and he tilted his head to listen. Soft footfalls stopped as we looked up.

      “I hope you are going to pay for that?” the pixie girl in her nightdress chirped.

      I scrambled off the floor. “Yes. Yes, we are. And I would like to pay for all the food in your store below.”

      “What?” the pixie wrinkled her tiny green nose.

      “We’ll be leaving, now, but we need supplies.” I reached into my bag and took out the pouch I’d taken from the royal vault. It contained enough silver coins to cover the food below, and more. “Take this as payment.”

      The bag dropped into the pixie’s outstretched hand, and she gasped at the weight of it.

      “Where is Master Grizler,” Damon asked, while he got to his feet.

      “He went with the search party, Sir. To guide them through the cave.”

      “Should he not have been back by now?” Damon frowned.

      The pixie shrugged. “He did not tell me how long he would be.”

      “What is your name, girl?”

      “Aleyla, Sir.”

      “Good,” Damon sighed, “now, Aleyla, do you know how long it takes to go through the cave, and back, again?”

      “Yes, Sir. It only takes twenty minutes from here to the other side, and even if you dally, you can be back within an hour.”

      “So, if Master Grizler left just after seeing the light on the other side, that means he’s been gone several hours, then. Is that right?”

      The pixie bit her lower lip. “I guess so.”

      Damon cussed. Aleyla flinched back in fright.

      “Share your thoughts,” I demanded.

      “Old Man Griz would never leave his inn. Besides, he’s too old to go on adventures. Something must have happened for him not to have come back. We need to leave now.”

      Damon stalked past us and straight out of the kitchen door.

      “Thank you,” I said to Aleyla and hurried after Damon.

      The witcher picked up a bag in the foyer and threw it over his back. I guessed when the others left on their rescue mission, they didn’t care about taking Damon’s things.

      Out in the open, the rebel army and the shifter packs milled around together as one. I watched from the top of the steps for a moment, in awe of how large my following had grown.

      “We’re ready,” one of Damon’s commanders announced from the back of his horse.

      Damon nodded curtly. “We’ll be marching underneath the inn through a storeroom. Tell the men to take whatever food they can carry. We’ll divide it once on the other side.”

      “Aye.” The commander put his heels to his horse and rode off to give his orders.

      When Damon and I got to the bottom of the stairs of the inn, someone brought Damon’s horse for him.

      “My Lady,” the common fae addressed me, “it pains me to say so, but your horse was not in the field with the others.”

      I ground my teeth, as heat rose up my neck. Did they have to take Lazuli, too?

      “Dirk,” Damon said, and the common fae turned towards him, “please saddle Blaze for the princess.”

      Dirk’s eyes opened wide. “Blaze?”

      “Yes. Please, hurry.”

      Damon took his horse’s reins from the man, who had started shaking and then walked calmly off towards the waiting men. He beckoned me to follow him.

      “This horse has your man frightened,” I commented once beside Damon.

      “He’ll be okay. Dirk feeds him every day, so Blaze won’t harm him.”

      Was that supposed to make me feel better? What kind of a horse was this?

      “He is yours, then?” I asked, instead.

      “The stallion was given to me as a foal. He is exceptional. You will like him.”

      Oh, great, a stallion. Not a calm gelding, or even a mare. No, a stallion with all its temper, and urges, and kinks intact. As if I didn’t have enough problems, right now.

      Damon spoke to some more of his men, and they hurried off around the inn to prepare the store for us to ride through. We’d all have to lead our horses, as riding through the cave was not an option.

      “There is only one route through the cave where the horses can walk. It’s a little longer than the way I took you, and we’ll have to go in single file. It may take us an hour, or more, for all of us to get through,” Damon told me.

      A high-pitched scream set the magic within my veins on edge. I spun around to where it had come from, just as all the horses around us snorted nervously.

      “The poor kid didn’t bring Natalia along,” Damon huffed and sprinted past me.

      I had no idea what he meant and gaped after him. Up ahead, the torches parted, and I saw a harassed-looking Dirk on the end of a long rope attached to a pitch-black horse, which dragged him along as if he wasn’t even there.

      Damon whistled, and the stallion changed course. He came to a stop in front of the witcher and put his head against his chest. Dirk stood beside them, hands on his knees, breathing heavily.

      “Why didn’t you bring Natalia? You know he won’t follow you without the mare,” I heard Damon say as I approached with care.

      Dirk mumbled something and handed the rope to Damon. With a relieved look to me, he retreated.

      “He sure is beautiful,” I said.

      The stallion threw up his head, took a sideways step, and briefly looked at me. Without any further warning, he ducked his head, laid his ears flat against his head, bared his teeth, and attacked.

      Oh, no, you don’t. I’d had enough excitement for one night. Smokey abduction, a light blast from an elf, visions, caving. I didn’t need a horse to tell me who was boss.

      Taking a big step forward, and lifting both my arms into the air, I yelled, “No!”

      I suppose it helped that my magic flared up at the same time, and my palms glowed blue. The stallion came to a sliding stop inches from me, snorted loudly, and then sniffed my jacket.

      Or, rather, Damon’s jacket. The horse relaxed his stance, lifted his head, and looked at me. I dropped my arms.

      Although the rest of him was pitch-black, the stallion had a broad blaze, a white stripe, down his face. I guessed that’s where he got his name from.

      “See,” Damon grinned, “he likes you.”

      “Thanks,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster.

      “Well, you have some time to get acquainted before you have to ride him.” Damon laughed. “You’ll love him, you’ll see.”

      I had never been afraid of horses; in fact, I loved them. Lapis Lazuli was as hot-headed and wilful as mares came, and I liked her that way. Whatever the deal was with this stallion, I’d figure it out, eventually.

      Damon gave the signal to march, and then we led the way into the store. Someone had lit torches inside, but once we were in the cave, Damon used his staff to guide us.

      The horses rolled their eyes at the noise within the cave, and all along the line behind us, people spoke to their steeds to calm them. The wolves, so as not to upset the horses further, followed last.

      The big, black stallion walked beside me as if he had seen it all before, and maybe he had. We followed the cave back into the dip, deep underground, but once we reached a higher level of the cave, we took a different route than before.

      Crystals grew along the walls, floor, and ceiling of the cave; our lights glinted off them as we passed. Some areas on the ground had been cleared of crystals by hand so horses could walk here.

      The constant vigilance of guiding the horse, the walking, and the late hour finally took its toll on me. It had been a long night, and the sun would rise not long after we made it through the cave.

      I wished for sleep, yet I knew we could not rest, even once we made it through to the other side, for that’s when the search began.

      “It’s not much further, now,” Damon said as if he’d read my mind. “We can rest while we wait for everyone to come through.”

      Strangely, going through this cave reminded me of how I’d escaped Draeguard through the King’s Gate on numerous occasions. If I thought back at everything that happened, I realised that I should not have had to ‘escape’ in the first place.

      Well, that’s why I was doing all this for ~ to amend the antiquated laws of this country. No matter how bad I felt for my father, things needed to change.

      “Whoa,” Damon called ahead of me.

      A trickle of water now ran beside us ~ a stream about a yard wide. We’d left the crystals behind us some way back, and from the fresh air streaming into the cave, I guessed us to be close to the entrance.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Damon knelt beside the water. As the light of his staff moved with him, it shone onto the lump that lay half in, and half out, of the stream.

      I gasped in horror as I recognised the green skin, and then looked at the contorted features of Old Man Griz.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            70

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun’s rays slowly brought light to the forest around us as we gathered next to the roaring river; its white waters rushed wildly over massive boulders.

      Grizler’s body, draped in cloth, hung lifelessly over a horse’s back. We’d said our good-byes, and now one of Damon’s men would take the old pixie back to his inn.

      “There was magic in that cave,” Damon said, staring after the retreating horse with narrowed eyes.

      “Faint,” I agreed, “but, now that you mention it, I smelled it, too.”

      “It was no accident that killed Old Man Griz,” Damon continued. “For our people not to send his body home, they must have been in a hurry. Where they fleeing from something, or chasing after someone?”

      The way my magic tingled along my skin set my nerves on edge. What could have happened here? My only consolation was that we’d found none of the others dead. Yet.

      “Time to go,” Damon said gently, putting his hand on my shoulder. “We’ll find them.”

      Hollow ~ that’s how I felt. The emptiness within me had been my constant companion since the dark elves took the first four moonstones. After they stole the other eight, this hollowness had only intensified.

      I had come to terms with this feeling within me, knowing that I was doing everything in my power to return the stones to Draeguard. Now, however, with everyone I cared about gone from my life, too, this hollowness threatened to swallow me whole.

      My mind struggled to focus, and it came up with all kinds of horrible scenarios of what could have happened here. If I allowed the hollowness to take over, it would let me believe Arianna, and Thomas, and Dean were dead.

      I took a deep breath and turned towards Blaze. The big stallion looked at me with his dark eyes as if he sensed my mood. He lowered his head and rubbed his forehead on my arm.

      “I needed a hug, thank you,” I whispered in his ear.

      My armour clanked as it bumped against the stirrup when I lengthened its strap so I could get on the tall horse.

      “Here, let me help.”

      Damon came up behind me. His breath tickled my ear, and I quickly bent my left leg for him to give me a ‘leg-up’. He held my leg with both hands by the shin and then powerfully lifted me high enough so I could swing my right leg over the saddle.

      He grinned at me, then patted me on the thigh before he walked off to his roan horse, which was a magnificent stallion in its own right. I wondered why Damon never rode Blaze.

      I picked up the black stallion’s reins and joined the mass of legendaries and horses that climbed the slope of the ravine to merge with the forest above.

      The moment the horse moved beneath me, my magic reacted and sizzled all along my skin. It spilt over and travelled along the stallion’s coat to cover him in a net of blue veins.

      Damon stared at us, but Blaze snorted contentedly and walked on.

      By the time we reached the top, Blaze and I had found our rhythm, and my magic had calmed. I didn’t know what had triggered it, but Blaze didn’t seem to mind.

      “Princess Dana,” William came trotting from the front of the column, “we’ve picked up the spoor.”

      My heart leapt within my chest. Of course, I never doubted the shifters would pick up the scent, but I worried, nonetheless.

      As I thought of following William back to the front where the wolves ran, Blaze moved into a canter of his own accord before I had even asked him. Damon hurriedly followed us.

      “They passed here before midnight last night,” William told us as we settled down to a steady trot. “We have ground to make up, but as far as I can tell, they were moving slowly.”

      I couldn’t see what the shifters saw, except some faint hoofprints in softer soil from time to time. The witcher cast a spell to detect magic whenever we stopped for the people to rest, but found nothing that let us know Arianna had performed magic here.

      “If only I knew what was going on.” I plopped down beside the fire.

      We’d ridden all day and well into the evening. Strangely, Raven Hall had let us pass unhindered, and when I asked Damon about it, he didn’t know what I was talking about.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Damon said, coming to sit beside me. “Here, eat this.”

      He handed me a bowl with something warm ~ oats and cooked fruit, with honey. I guessed we would eat whatever we had picked up in the inn’s storeroom, and this must have been the quickest to cook, right now.

      “I just don’t understand,” I said between mouthfuls, “why they would have left. Could they not have looked for me another way? What drove them to abandon the rest of the shifters and rebels?”

      Damon poked the fire with a stick. Orange sparks danced into the blackness above.

      “They love you, Dana.” Damon didn’t look at me. “You are the most important person on this mission, and their priority is to get you back. I would have left everything else behind, too.”

      There were times when Damon spoke that he said one thing, but meant another. My heart thudded in my chest. Underneath all this macho bravado, was Damon falling in love with me?

      If so, he only had himself to blame. He’d started this ‘game’ when he told me I had to marry him if I wanted his army. Because we had a pact, he thought he could get close.

      Now, where did this get him? I had no time for his feelings, now, even if I counted Damon as a friend, which he had himself proven to be.

      I sighed. If I thought about it, Damon had done everything in his power to help me. Even the incident with the elf had not been his fault. Damon had been there for me every time I needed him.

      His dark hair hung over his handsome features as he knelt by the fire to put on another log. More sparks shot up into the air, twirling in the updraft. When Damon looked up, his blue eyes held a hint of moisture.

      Was it from the smoke of the fire? Or, did his emotions get the better of him? Maybe, it was just me imagining things. Everything was not as it should be right now, and I needed to focus on what mattered.

      “From tomorrow morning, it will be eight days until the moonclaven,” I said, changing the topic of discussion. “If we cannot find Arianna and the others within the next two days, we need to carry on without them.”

      Damon looked at me, and his face set into a mask of perfect composure again. He rose from beside the fire and came to sit next to me.

      “We’ll find them,” he assured me. “We have magic, and we have the shifters. People don’t just vanish into smoke. Well, not often, anyway.”

      The right side of his mouth pulled into a lopsided grin. I tried to smile at his joke but failed.

      “You are right, of course,” he said when he couldn’t make me laugh. “We have the numbers to create the diversion you need to get into Elothrien. As agreed, I will be beside you when you face the sorcerer Eltaor. We can still do this.”

      “Arianna and I battled him together last time, and we barely made it out,” I told him. “You better be as good as you say you are.”

      Damon put his hand over mine. “I will protect you with my life.”

      By looking down, I avoided his eyes, but I knew they searched my face. I didn’t want him to give his life for me, but I would need all his help if I were to succeed in retrieving the stones.

      So, how was I supposed to feel about his statement? My hand under his became too warm for comfort.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, and cursed my eloquence in situations like these. “I should get some rest.”

      Damon rose first and helped me up. “Good night, Princess.”

      “Good night.”

      Even as I walked to my tent, people around our makeshift camp also left their fires to seek rest. I struggled out of my armour and then listened to the camp settle as I lay down on my sleeping roll.
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      Damon woke me before dawn. The camp already stirred, and it surprised me that the noise hadn’t woken me before.

      “They found them,” Damon said as soon as I climbed out of my tent.

      “What?” I was suddenly wide awake.

      “Half a day’s ride from here. The wolves just came back. Something is wrong, but the shifters cannot explain what it is.”

      We hurried to pack and get the horses loaded. Those on horseback would ride ahead, while those on foot would follow our trail and meet us by evening.

      After I’d saddled Blaze, I looked around for Damon to help me in the saddle. He was still busy with his horse, so I waited impatiently.

      Blaze nudged me and then knelt on the ground with his front legs. I gaped at him but didn’t hesitate. I stuck my left foot into the stirrup, which was now at an accessible height, and swung myself into the saddle.

      The stallion got back to his feet just as Damon turned around.

      “How did you get on?” he asked.

      “I flew,” I said and turned Blaze’s head to follow the wolves who had already run off through the forest.

      We set a steady, but fast, trot along the disused forest road we now followed. The way led east, back towards Clover Hill, and away from Elothrien.

      Half a day’s ride the shifters had said. We’d get there by noon, but I worried we might be too late. If only the wolves who had been there could have told us what they’d seen.

      “William,” I called to the shifter riding ahead of me.

      He guided his horse to ride beside me.

      “Did you speak to those who found the others? Do you know why they are in trouble?”

      “Only one of the wolves briefly shifted to relay the message, and he said the witch told them not to come closer and to get help right away.”

      Arianna. My heart somersaulted, knowing she was alive. What could have happened to them that she didn’t want the shifters to come any closer? And, what was going on that she could not deal with it on her own?

      “William, you need to let the packs know not to approach the area. If Arianna has given a warning, we need to heed it. Show me where it is, and I’ll take the rebels with me.”

      The shifter nodded brusquely and then rode off to give his orders. My magic now stirred within me as I expected the worst. Could it be Sorena and one of her tricks? Or, was it the forest finally coming to life, again?

      Damon rode up and took William’s place by my side. The two stallions nickered to each other. Damon shot me a questioning look.

      “Arianna gave a warning about the shifters not approaching the area where they’re at,” I told him. “What could be there that could affect a shifter?”

      As I asked, it dawned on me that nine of their party were shifters ~  Thomas and Dean, Liam and Shane, Ollie and Steve, and then Hank, Paul, and James.

      “Shifters are just like any other legendaries,” Damon replied, a deep frown cutting into his forehead. “They can be killed by weapons and are susceptible to magic. Other than that, they don’t have any natural enemies.”

      “It has to be magic, then. They are all good fighters, and with Arianna on their side, soldiers wouldn’t have them pinned in such a situation.”

      The frown on Damon’s forehead lost its shape, and all blood drained from his face. My heart galloped wildly as he turned to look at me.

      “Wolves.”

      I didn’t understand. “Wolves?”

      “Werewolves. Dana, we need to hurry.”

      Damon kicked his stallion into a canter. Blaze sprang after him before I even asked.

      “Damon,” I shouted across, “what are the werewolves?”

      “Shifters,” the thunder of the hooves around us almost drowned out his voice, “shifters that were turned. Ancient magic. The dark elves rule them, now.”

      My racing heart pumped my magic through my veins at such force; I struggled to contain it. A memory surfaced, and although I did not want to admit it, I knew it was so.

      “Brown wolves,” I said, “yellow eyes. As big as a bear.”

      Damon shot me a glance. “You know them?”

      “I have fought them. Thomas got captured.”

      “Captured?” Damon asked. “They bite and turn you. If they captured him, they had instructions to do so from the elves.”

      An icy shudder slid down my spine. I imagined Thomas as one of those monsters.

      “How much further,” I yelled at William.

      “We cannot keep to this pace,” he shouted back.

      I knew it was true, and we reined the horses back to a walk so that they could catch their breath.

      “Another hour if we walk the horses, now, and then trot the rest of the way,” William continued. “I told the wolves to stay back.”

      “That means you, too, William.” I held the shifter’s glance until he nodded.

      All around me horses stretched their sweaty necks and sucked in big lung-fulls of air to calm their beating hearts, but I wished we could continue at speed. It was times like these that we needed human-made transport.

      My nerves frayed, and it felt like an eternity until Damon gave the order to trot, again. Almost four hundred horses surged forward. The wolves now hung back.

      After another half an hour, the forest around us grew denser and darker. The path narrowed and forced us to ride two by two in a long line.

      Without the shifters to guide us, we only had a vague idea of where to go. It could be here, or it could be another five miles further. We rode on, now at a walk, scanning the trees, with Damon checking for magic.

      “They are here,” he finally whispered across to me.

      I looked to my left when he nodded in that direction. A dark streak flashed through the trees. Then, another. The horses all along the line snorted uneasily.

      Low growls followed us on both sides of the path as the werewolves stalked us. I’d forgotten how big these brown, shaggy beasts with the yellow eyes were.

      “We’re too many.” Damon kept his voice low. “They don’t know where to attack first.”

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      Several werewolves crossed the road ahead of us. They circled back, milled within the trees, and then paced along the edge of the path.

      We saw others do the same. They ran up to a point, as if they couldn’t go further, then they circled back and continued to harass horses further down the line.

      Damon flung his staff forward, and a stream of red magic shot from it. It sailed through the air for several hundred yards, before it suddenly hit an invisible barrier. The magic spread out upwards like a fan.

      “Someone’s put up protection,” Damon said. “My guess is they are in there.”

      Damon signalled the men to ride forward. The horses pranced nervously as the werewolves came ever closer. Someone screamed at the back of the line. A horse bolted as its rider got dragged off by one of the beasts.

      “Protect,” Damon yelled.

      The line of riders pointed their spears outward. The werewolves darted in, snapping at the horses’ legs with their three-inch fangs. I guessed there to be at least twenty of the beasts, and I thought we’d make it when multiple howls rang out around us.

      Yellow eyes glowed through the trees as hundreds of the wolves converged on us from all directions.

      The howls drove the horses mad, and they screamed in panic.

      The forest around us came to life, and the werewolves came out of the trees and took over the road.
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      The werewolves swarmed around us like a heaving mass of fur and teeth. They came from everywhere, attacking without mercy.

      All along the line of riders, men and women screamed in rage and pain. My vision tinged with blue as my magic surged through my veins. Damon swung his staff, and a bright light exploded from it.

      Blaze bucked beneath me, and my magic fizzled over his coat like a spiderweb. Three werewolves came at us, teeth bared. The stallion reared and kicked out with his front hooves, while I sent several blasts of magic at the wolves.

      The beasts crumpled to the ground with pathetic yelps, and I felt the power of the kill surge through me. I shuddered.

      More werewolves approached, but before I could aim my hands at them, Blaze’s saddle came loose and slid down his back as he reared again, smacking a wolf in the head with his hooves.

      I clung on to the stallion’s mane and clamped my knees tight on his bare back. It made little difference to me if I had a saddle or not, but fate could have chosen a better time for a saddle girth to snap.

      My magic flared bright blue. In the chaos around me, I noticed Damon fighting like a demon. He wielded his staff so fast; it was a blur of light that shot random flashes of lightning into the approaching werewolves.

      Warriors swung their swords, lunged with their spears, and loosened their arrows. Werewolves and men battled all around us. Blood seeped into the dark soil of the forest road.

      The moon magic fuelled my rage and forked blue lightning shot from my fingertips to incinerate the beasts nearest to me. Blaze screamed, infected by my anger.

      The stallion’s neigh rose in pitch, and he reared, again. My magic flared to engulf him in the spidery veins, and then I got shuffled around on the horse’s back so violently, I had to grab onto his mane with all my strength.

      Great, black wings sprouted from Blaze’s sides, just behind my legs, and with a single flap, the stallion jumped into the air. I clung on as he rose steeply, voicing his anger in an eerie scream.

      Once Blaze levelled out and soared over the scene below, I tried to calm my racing heart and make the best of the unique perspective this view gave me.

      “Don’t drop me, okay?”

      Blaze snorted. I hoped he understood.

      My hands shook when I let go of his mane, and I squeezed harder with my knees than I ever had before.

      Vertigo washed over me every time I looked down, but I fought through it and let my magic take over.

      It built along my arms, travelled over my skin like arcing blue lightning, and then fired from my splayed hands to rain down upon the werewolves below.

      Blaze made several passes along the line of riders when I noticed a new colour of magic added to the fight. Magenta flashes shot through the trees, aiding us.

      “In here,” Arianna yelled.

      She stood in the middle of the path about fifty yards away. A faint shimmer behind her told me of the barrier she’d set up.

      Damon urged his people onwards. Those that could, galloped straight past Arianna and vanished from sight.

      “Blaze, turn around. We need to help those at the back.”

      The stallion didn’t hesitate. Blaze tilted his wings and swooped in a tight circle. We raced back down the line, and my lightning sent the werewolves to their graves or scrambling for their lives.

      “Go, go, go,” I yelled down.

      The ground shook with the riders racing away, and I could see them disappearing into the strange void Arianna had created. They’d be safe there, for now.

      “Come on,” Damon shouted to me.

      “The wounded,” I shouted back and brought Blaze down to land.

      For hundreds of yards, the path was churned muddy and bloody. My boots sunk into the ground as I jumped off the stallion’s back. Blaze immediately circled me, while I went to the nearest warrior.

      “Where are you hurt? Can you walk?”

      A flash of white lightning zoomed past me. The smell of singed fur was suddenly strong in my nose.

      “Dana,” Damon pulled up his horse beside me, “hurry.”

      “We have to help them.”

      I didn’t look up to see if Damon agreed. The satyr on the ground had a bite on his leg, and I put my hands on it to let my magic flow.

      “I can’t heal you all the way,” I told the warrior, “or I won’t have enough energy for the others, but you should be able to walk, now.”

      The satyr gritted his teeth and got to his hooves. Damon galloped around us, twirling his staff, protecting us.

      Blaze stayed near me, kicking and biting anything that dared come close.

      I moved to the next man on the ground. He was common fae, and there was nothing I could do for him. I closed his eyes.

      We went past two dead horses and then came upon a dwarf. Her arm was broken, and she’d been bitten on the neck. I sealed her wound, and then the satyr helped her toward the barrier.

      “I can’t hold it much longer,” Arianna yelled at us.

      All the riders had now vanished within her magical barrier, and she held off the advancing werewolves with her magenta bursts of magic.

      “Let’s go,” Damon ordered.

      We took off running. Damon galloped ahead, clearing the path. I brought up the rear, spreading my blue lightning wherever it wanted to go.

      The satyr picked up another three wounded along the way, and Blaze walked beside them so they could lean on him.

      “Quickly, now,” Arianna urged as we neared.

      Her face strained, and her body shook. Sweat poured from her forehead. The odd barrier behind her flickered and shimmered, and I could tell it would not hold for much longer.

      We rushed through it, and it felt like diving through a waterfall. The icy shivers took several moments to pass once we were through, and I stood there, out of breath.

      “Dana.” Arianna’s arms wrapped around me, warm, comforting.

      “Where are we?” I gasped.

      “Safe,” she breathed in my ear, although her arms still shook as she held me.

      I pushed her away and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Arianna, you’re exhausted.”

      She smiled bravely, but the deep shadows beneath her eyes told her story better than any words could. A narrow strand of her auburn hair had turned silver, and her cheeks sat sunken in her face.

      The air around her smelled strongly of ozone, and I knew that, even right now, she performed the magic that held up the barrier that protected us.

      “Oh, no,” I whispered and took Arianna into my arms.

      I held her there and wished I could give her some of my energy when I thought about how sick she looked. Strength might not be transferable, but I could heal her.

      Pushing my hands flat on her back, I sent all my healing magic into her. Arianna gasped, and she struggled weakly in my embrace, but I held her firmly.

      “You will exhaust yourself,” she protested.

      “We can share this burden.”

      The magic flowed between us, and I felt it sap my strength. We clung to each other, safe in the other’s arms, and only when my knees gave in, did I let go.

      Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, and they set me down on the ground. Legs spread on either side of me, and I leaned back into a broad chest.

      “Hey, Freckles.”

      “Mhm.”

      Now, that I sat safely on the ground, and in Thomas’ arms, I became aware of the chaos around us.

      We were still in the same forest, still on the same road, and we could still see some werewolves prowling through the trees, as well as a group of five, who feasted on the dead horses.

      The only thing that separated us from them was a faint shimmer in the air, like the translucent shine of a soap bubble, that covered us like a dome.

      Our nearly four hundred horses crammed into the middle of this dome, but they couldn’t see the magical barrier and didn’t understand that they were safe; their riders tried their best to keep them calm and from bolting.

      “Blaze, do something,” I told the stallion.

      As he took off towards the other horses, I wondered what had made me assume Blaze would be able to help. We all stared in amazement as the winged stallion strutted between the nervous horses, and with some soft snorts and whinnies, calmed them.

      “Lazuli?” I asked Thomas, unable to see my white mare amid the chaos.

      “She’s fine,” he assured me. “Where did you find him?” Thomas asked, awestruck, gazing after Blaze.

      “I think he found me,” I replied and got to my feet.

      Thomas also scrambled off the ground and came to stand beside Arianna and me.

      “Come,” Arianna said, “there is a place over there where we have made camp. There is a fire and a place to sit. We have much to talk about.”

      I hated how weak her voice sounded, but she had stopped shaking…for now, at least.

      We circled the edge of the dome, and its occupants slowly settled. I saw the witcher take the saddle off his horse and nod his head in my direction.

      Blaze, shuffling his black-feathered wings, still walked amongst the horses, even as the warriors took off saddles, pitched tents, and lit fires in the cramped space available within the magical dome.

      Scattered sunlight shone through the thick canopy of the trees above, and the dome turned each ray into a rainbow.

      “Where are the others?” I asked when we reached the camp area.

      “They went to help,” Thomas said and stoked the fire, “but everyone is alright. James nearly got taken, but Arianna saved him.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “A day and a night, now,” Arianna answered. “There are too many of the werewolves for us to fight our way out, and I am not strong enough to move the dome along with us.”

      “What is this?” I pointed up, indicating the dome, marvelling at the magic.

      “Desperation,” Arianna sighed. “I was at a loss of what to do. The werewolves had us surrounded, and I considered taking us all to the human world.”

      I gasped. It would have saved them from the wolves, but Damon’s companions, who were common fae, satyrs, dwarves, and darkfae, would not have fared well in the human world.

      “I then thought of how the dark elves had enchanted their part of this forest,” Arianna continued. “It was a desperate move, and I had no idea what I was doing.”

      “But, it worked,” I pointed out.

      Arianna nodded. “There is a price. The spell is a combination of fae, elven, and witch magic, and I used numerous different incantations for various applications to get it right. It takes all my concentration to keep it up.”

      “Do you have any of your vita potion?” I asked.

      “I used it already. Drank it this morning, before you came.”

      A disturbance behind us made us all turn around. Blaze wound between the trees and came to stand a few yards behind me. He snorted contentedly.

      Behind him, Damon and several others came over to join us.

      “Arianna, you’re safe,” the witcher said and joined us around the fire.

      “Hanging on by a thread,” she gave him a thin smile.

      Damon looked at her with narrowed eyes and opened his mouth to speak, but Arianna waved him off with a stern look on her face. I looked between them, wondering about it.

      Thomas growled softly. “So, what happened to you two, anyway?”

      The atmosphere around the fire immediately shifted. The danger we’d been in moments ago had temporarily negated any other worries we might have had, but they all suddenly came crashing back.

      It was clear from Thomas’ comment, and tone of voice, that he thought my disappearance was linked to Damon, and he was not happy about it.

      “I take full responsibility for what happened,” Damon said and leaned forwards to rest his elbows on his knees, the staff clasped in his hands.

      At that moment, Dean and some of the other shifters arrived back, as well, and Thomas watched Damon with narrowed eyes while everyone settled.

      “Did you kill the old pixie, too, then?” Thomas growled.

      I rounded on Thomas. “What?”

      “We thought you could tell us what happened to him,” Damon said.

      “Don’t pretend, witcher,” Thomas sneered. “Your scent was all over that cave, and on the old man, too. He must have followed you and discovered what you were up to, and you killed him for it.”

      “Thomas,” Dean cut in, “mind yerself.”

      My heart jumped in my chest. Had the witcher lied to me? Had he killed Old Man Griz before he had met with the light elf? Maybe, the pixie had seen the elf and had been killed for it.

      Damon sat up straight and laid his staff across his lap. “Of course, my scent would be on both,” he said calmly, “but I did not kill Grizler. I had errands with a light elf, as Dana can attest to.”

      Several people around the fire gasped.

      “Is that why you took Dana from the dining room?” Arianna asked.

      “The elf took her,” Damon agreed. “When we came back, you were gone, and we then found Grizler on our way out of the cave. We were told he was your guide to take you through.”

      “It is true,” I said.

      Thomas grumbled beside me.

      “How can this be?” Dean asked. “You say you had dealings with a light elf, and then you went back to the inn, but we rode all through the night, chasing your trail.”

      Damon looked up and stuck his staff into the ground. Its light flickered briefly, as did the magic beneath my skin. A shiver ran down my back.

      “You followed our trail?” Damon asked.

      “It is why we left,” Arianna said. “We all sprang into action the moment Dana vanished from the inn. At first, we didn’t know what to do, but then Aleyla, one of the little pixie girls, told us about the cave.”

      Damon and I nodded at the mention of the name.

      “We were in a hurry,” Arianna continued, “so we left everyone else behind. We found Grizler murdered, but then heard voices in the distance and rode towards them.”

      “I caught your scent,” Thomas said, “and we followed it all night.”

      “Once it was light, we even saw the black smoke,” Arianna added, but then she sighed. “It was shortly after that, that Thomas picked up the scent of the werewolves, but it was already too late. The werewolves surrounded us, and you know the rest.”

      “The elf,” I hissed.

      Damon reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. I shrugged him off.

      “He has gone too far.” My magic raged within me.

      “Dana,” Arianna said, “who is this elf, and what does he want?”

      I glared around at all of them. “The high elves of Astraea have come to intervene and take the moonstones from the dark elves.”

      “But,” Dean hesitated, “that’s good, isn’t it?”

      “Do you think you can trust a man who wanted to turn you into a werewolf?” I asked.

      The fire crackled merrily in the shocked silence after that.

      “Light elves have not been seen in Wiltera in centuries,” Arianna finally said. “Why intervene, now?”

      “They think we are not capable of stopping the dark elves and that the moonstones are too powerful for us to deal with,” I said.

      Several shifters growled, raising the hairs on my arms.

      Arianna frowned. “So, why mislead us? Surely, we could still help them.”

      “The elf, Elgar of Erinvale, said they could not afford any more mistakes. I guess they just need us out of the way.”

      The memory of his voice floated to the surface, and my shoulders slumped in defeat. Maybe, they would be better off without our help.

      Besides, we still needed to find a way out of our current situation. Arianna would not be able to hold the dome for much longer, and even my healing would not be enough to sustain her for long.

      The werewolves had retreated, for now, and we could no longer see them.

      “They’re gone,” I nodded in the direction of the road, where the dead horses lay.

      “They’re out there,” Ollie growled, and all the other shifters growled, too.

      I looked around at them; their faces grim and determined. Even Steve’s normally kind face carried a grim expression. They were scared.

      The way the sun slanted through the trees let me know we’d have another couple of hours of daylight, but night would be upon us sooner than we liked.

      We didn’t know what fate awaited us here, and I could not blame any of them for being afraid.

      I shuffled closer to Thomas, and he draped his arm around me. There were many things still left unsaid that needed to be discussed, but we were all tired and worn.

      Hank and Paul got up and chopped some more wood. Sonny, the dwarf, put a pot over the fire and started dinner.

      Damon played dice with Alan and Markus, the two common fae of his group, while James helped the two satyrs, Ted and Cedric, to roll another log closer to the fire.

      Thomas got up and draped a blanket over Arianna’s back, gave her a sip to drink from a small flask. She pulled a face. I knew it wasn’t vita potion, as she said it was finished, so I guessed it to be some other elixir to help her cope.

      When Thomas came back to me, he rubbed my back, and I leaned my head on his shoulder. Most of my energy had returned, now, and I would be able to ‘heal’ Arianna, again, soon.

      For now, I closed my eyes and enjoyed the temporary peace, when suddenly my magic rushed through my veins in a violent burst.

      “Dana,” Arianna's voice came out in a thin whisper. Her eyes glazed over and she fainted.

      The air around us crackled with static as the magic holding up the dome disintegrated.

      The camp held its collective breath, and it was in that silence that we all heard the howling of the werewolves.
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      As the fragile soap-bubble-like walls of the dome around us vanished, Thomas and I rushed to Arianna’s side.

      The others sprang to their feet and surrounded us, weapons drawn or teeth bared.

      “Arianna, can you hear me?” Thomas gently lifted her and put her head on a jacket.

      “She held on for as long as she could,” I told Thomas. “Here, let me.”

      I knelt beside Arianna and laid both my hands on her stomach. I tried to ignore the howls that came ever closer and the nervous nicker of the horses.

      It wouldn’t be long before those few werewolves who had now seen us signalled to the rest of their pack. They would be upon us sooner than we liked, and I had to work fast.

      My healing magic spread from my fingers, glowing bright silver, but now tinged with blue. It sapped my strength immediately, and I knew it would not be enough to revive Arianna fully for her to do magic.

      Still, she stirred and took a gasping breath. Some colour returned to Arianna’s face, and her eyelids fluttered.

      “I am sorry,” she whispered.

      “Tell me what to do. I don’t care what magic it is. I’ll do it.”

      Arianna took two deep breaths before she could answer me. I tried not to be impatient.

      “Too…difficult.” She wheezed, and her eyelids fluttered closed, again.

      Thomas stroked her cheek. “Arianna?”

      I ground my jaw. “She needs to rest.”

      Damon appeared beside us. “There is nothing you can do for her.”

      “But…” Thomas looked down at Arianna’s haggard face.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The magic she used went beyond her strength. You can’t help her,” Damon said.

      The moon magic within me surged. It boiled, and seethed, and reminded me of everything we’d been through. We needed a break ~ just once. My right lower eyelid twitched.

      “Hank, Paul,” the two bulky shifters turned to me, “this is my mother. If anything happens to her, I will wear your fur as slippers.”

      I rose to my feet and looked around the circle of men that surrounded us. Given the nature of werewolves, Hank and Paul might need help. I called out to the satyrs.

      “Cedric, Ted, you stay with Arianna, as well. You, too, Thomas.”

      “Dana,” Thomas shot to his feet, “where are you going?”

      My nostrils flared as I rounded on Thomas. Where did he think I was going? The loud howls around us threatened to break through my thin layer of calm.

      “Protect her, Thomas.” I tried my best not to yell at him. “This is my fight, now.”

      “Dana, no.” He grabbed my arm.

      Our eyes met for a moment before I yanked my arm free and strode away from him.

      “Stay, Thomas,” Dean said, “I’ll go with her.”

      Damon and Dean followed me, as did everyone who was still by the fire. The rest of the camp was already armed and stood in a defensive circle around the horses, facing outwards into the forest.

      The warriors gripped their swords with white-knuckle grips, and their eyes darted left and right as they listened for the werewolves prowling closer.

      The tension hovered around them like a palatable thing, and the horses milled in the middle, barely a moment from panic.

      There were four hundred of us, yet those werewolves had set a precedent of fear when they attacked on the road that made these warriors now tremble.

      It dawned on me, then, that these were no warriors. These were ordinary people who had been chased from their homes by the dark elves, had then formed the rebel army, and now found themselves under my lead.

      I was responsible for them. I had led them into this mess. My magic surged, again, hot through my veins.

      My eyes narrowed as I looked through the trees and calculated how much time we had. The werewolves came from all sides, now. Yellow eyes blinked through the green foliage all around us.

      If the dark elves lorded over the werewolves, I guessed they must have given this part of the forest to the wolves as theirs, or the wolves would not protect it as fiercely.

      The werewolves obviously also never left the forest, or else all of Wiltera would know about them. So, maybe, they were confined to these woods by the dark elves.

      But then, how could the dark elves control such a large pack of werewolves? There must have been hundreds that attacked us along the road, and surely they would still have their old and young within their dens…or wherever.

      I could hear the people muttering now. As the wolves came closer, so their fear grew.

      “Steady,” Dean shouted behind me.

      The seconds ticked by, and I still didn’t know what to do. I’d almost walked half-way around the ring of warriors, and all I could do was glow blue for them as my magic surged through me.

      If only I could frighten the werewolves as much as they frightened us. That would send them yelping back to their masters. My lips pulled into a rueful sneer.

      What could frighten a werewolf? Whatever it was, there was no more time to think about it. After a long, loud howl from what I assumed to be their alpha, the werewolves attacked.

      They swarmed through the forest from all sides, and their vicious growls rang loud in our ears.

      Dean, Ollie, James, and Steve surrounded me, while Damon jumped in front of us to swing Lightbringer.

      The scent of wolves, sweat, blood, and trampled earth hung heavy in the air, as the screams of men and the growls of beasts filled my ears.

      One bite would be enough to turn any of the shifters into one of these beasts. How many of the men had these beasts killed already?

      We got shuffled as the warriors around us fought another onslaught. A blinding flash from Damon’s staff washed over us to bring down two of the wolves in one pass.

      “Let me fight,” I screamed.

      I knew they just wanted to protect me, but the shifters could not help, not now. My palms glowed blue, and I pointed them at the four of them. Ollie opened his mouth to speak, but it was too late.

      With a silent blast, I sent the four shifters tumbling backwards between the rows of warriors, who swallowed them up, out of sight.

      A deafening roar behind me raised the hair at the back of my neck. I spun around and fired straight into the werewolf’s stomach as it sprang at me.

      My blue magic killed the beast instantly, and the backlash power of it surged through me so violently, it brought me to my knees.

      “Argh,” I screamed.

      For too long had I held onto this fragile control. The magic raged within me, urged me to kill again, to feel the power. It could no longer be contained, and I wanted to let it all out.

      I got to my feet, even as my arms rose beside me, my fingers spread, and my palms aglow. Everything around me moved in slow-motion through a haze of blue.

      Damon yelled at me, but I didn’t hear him as I stepped over a dead wolf. Dean tried to follow me as I strode into the forest, but Damon held him back; both had a look of horror on their faces.

      The din of the battle around me faded to near silence ~ all I heard was the rushing of blood in my ears as I walked between the trees.

      The moon magic grew and arced in bright flashes between my fingers. Some of it travelled along my neck and into my hair.

      It only took a moment for the first werewolf to notice me. It came at me with bared teeth and sharp claws. I spared it barely a glance as I flicked a finger in its direction.

      The killing blow fuelled my magic’s rage, and I continued to walk. More came at me. The blue lightning flew from my fingers faster than the wolves could run.

      When I reached the road, I turned to look back at the camp. The battled there continued, and I once more saw not only slain werewolves but also fallen warriors.

      I had to act now. My body could barely contain the power as the magic took over. I knew I had lost control when it brought me back to my knees, but I let it flow…to save them.

      My hands smacked forcefully into the ground, and I cried out in pain. A blinding shockwave of blue lightning spread from me, followed by a dull boom.

      The ground trembled, and the werewolves whined as they felt it. Everyone froze for a moment while they looked at me ~ even the wolves.

      A grin I had no control over spread across my face. I sat upright and spread my arms to the side, palms up. The magic surged and then burst forth from my chest, through my armour, and up into the sky.

      My body teetered with the power of the beam, but I held on and watched as it reached its limit and spread out.

      With as much force as I could muster, I swung my arms forward and slammed my hands back onto the ground.

      The pain vibrated violently along my arms, but inside me, the magic thrilled in jubilation as lightning rained down all around me.

      Killing blows. Merciless. Accurate. The ‘me’ that was still within me cringed and shuddered, yet the part that had been taken over by the dark side of the moon magic rose to its feet.

      The dome of lightning crackled through the forest and turned it into a blinding display of death. Werewolves ran, but there was nowhere to hide.

      Within our camp, the people stood untouched. The horses screamed in panic, but Blaze tried to calm them.

      Terrified yelps and pitiful screams reached my heart, but the magic made me turn a deaf ear. A silent tear rolled down my cheek.

      My feet carried me around the camp. I stepped over dead wolves and chased those who still lived. My people watched from the centre.

      The werewolves no longer attacked. Now, they ran. Still, I pursued them. I hated myself.

      “No!”

      I drove my knees into the ground. The magic welled within me, urging me back to my feet.

      “No,” I repeated.

      Red hot anger flashed through me, and it felt like there was another person within me. It would be so easy to give in to it, to let it take control.

      The visions of power it gave me, now, made everything seem so simple ~ like I could have everything I wanted with the click of my fingers.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. That wasn’t me. I’d rather not have the moon magic, at all, than use it for killing.

      The anger cooled. The blue glow around me faded. When I rose to my feet, the forest around me was silent.

      Although my heart still hammered violently in my chest, I knew I had beaten the pull of the dark side, for now. It was not something I wanted to test, again ~ ever.

      Damon and Thomas ran towards me from camp; Blaze soared above.

      “Dana,” Damon said first.

      Thomas just hugged me.

      “Is everyone alright?” I asked.

      “Several are injured,” Damon replied, “but none died.”

      At least, then, it had been worth it.

      “Thomas, I need your help.”

      “Of course,” he agreed.

      “Do you think you can communicate with the werewolves if you shift?”

      Thomas and Damon stared at me.

      “They’re gone,” Thomas said.

      “They’ll be back to claim their dead,” I pointed out. “We know this from the last time we encountered them. They are not as beastly as we think they are. I think the werewolves can help us.”

      “What? Have you lost your mind?” Thomas gaped at me.

      “Dana might have a point.”

      “Of course you would say something like that,” Thomas spat at Damon.

      The witcher raised an eyebrow at Thomas but didn’t say anything.

      “Please,” I took Thomas’ hand, “or, I can ask Ollie or Steve.”

      “Fine.”

      I smiled at Thomas, and we walked back to camp together. My body was exhausted from the strain the magic had put on it, but I wasn’t done for today.

      We checked on Arianna, who was awake, but weak. We left her with her bodyguards, and I then chose Damon, Thomas, Ollie, and Dean to come with me. I might as well do this right.

      Damon walked beside me with Lightbringer shining brightly. The three shifters walked behind us, slightly uncomfortable in their furs.

      Half a mile from camp, we were suddenly not alone in the forest any more. The werewolves hesitantly circled us and kept their growls low.

      Thomas came to take his place beside me while Damon stood protectively beside Ollie and Dean.

      My magic glowed dully along my fingers, and I let the werewolves see it. Their growls deepened.

      “I have come to free you from the elves and to build a Wiltera where all legendaries live as equals. If you do not threaten us, you have nothing to fear.”

      Attention shifted to Thomas as the white wolf communicated my meaning to the werewolves. He stood protectively close to me; his fur erect, making him look twice as big.

      “We need safe passage and a guide through your forest to accomplish our mission, and I promise no further harm will come to your kind.”

      Thomas’ fur quivered around his neck and along his back after he’d relayed the message, and I wondered if the werewolves had answered him. He growled deeply.

      Damon came to stand closer as three of the brown beasts came towards us. Thomas bared his teeth and stepped in front of me, protecting me with his body.

      The white wolf snapped at them with bared teeth, and the werewolves stopped three yards away. They sat down on their haunches and looked at us.

      “I think you have your guides,” Damon said.

      The rest of the werewolves disappeared into the forest like ghosts, and we walked back to camp, with our three guides following at a distance. The shifters kept glancing back, unhappy about the situation.

      Thomas trotted next to me, his body rubbing against my hip with every step, and would not stop growling until the werewolves settled down to rest some distance away,

      “How did you do it?” Arianna asked when we sat around the fire once more as if nothing had happened in the past hour.

      “I don’t know,” I said softly. “I was scared, and I let the magic out. It almost took control over me.”

      Arianna laid her hand over mine. “But it didn’t. You saved us and made a pact with the wolves. You are getting so much stronger. Now, get some rest. We both need it if we are to leave before sunrise.”

      She was right, but I could find no sleep. Time was ticking away, and we were still no closer to the moonstones.

      Elgar’s enchanting voice drifted through my memory once more, making me believe that I could just leave it up to the light elves to take care of everything.

      Something didn’t add up. I got that the light elves thought we’d failed and that they wanted to take matters into their own hands, especially now that there was so little time left, but why were they trying so hard to get rid of us?

      We were not the enemy. These were all good people here, willing to help. And, the fae had kept the moonstones safe for millennia. What did the light elves want?

      My magic prickled beneath my skin with apprehension. I tossed on my thin sleeping mat, shivering even though it was a mild night. I got up and went to sit by the fire.

      Only James was still awake, for he was on night watch for our fire. Other fires around camp also burned low, some with whispered conversations around them.

      “Can’t sleep?” he greeted me.

      “Mhm.”

      I huddled in my blanket and sat on the log beside him. A branch snapped in the fire, and it sent sparks up into the air.

      “Magic!” Damon’s voice rang out in the night.

      James and I jumped to our feet as Damon raced towards us; Lightbringer glowing brightly. We stared at him, wide-eyed.

      “Magic,” he shouted again. “Someone is coming. They’re wielding magic.”
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      “Get up,” Damon hissed at his men.

      The way the witcher strode about our small section of camp set me on edge. My magic flared, and my heart raced.

      “Damon, what’s going on?”

      “Someone’s coming, and they’re using magic. We need to get ready.”

      Fires flared all around as people added branches to them, and a low murmur hung over the camp as everyone woke up.

      I wished for something to go right…just once. We didn’t have the time for another delay, and most of these people didn’t have the energy for another fight without a good night’s sleep.

      “Arianna,” I gently helped her to sit up, “Hank and Paul will stay with you, as will Ted and Cedric.”

      Thomas rearranged the blanket behind her and then laid her knife across her lap. It made us feel better knowing she had a weapon.

      “Lilacs,” Arianna whispered.

      “What?” I leaned in closer.

      “The magic smells like lilacs.”

      I had noticed the very faint smell of flowers in the air but assumed it to be some night-flowering blossom. Most magic smelled like ozone.

      “Come,” I said to Thomas and fastened my chest armour around me as we walked.

      Blaze met us as we left the fire, and he nudged my arm. I looked across at the other horses and found them dozing calmly within the centre of our camp.

      Either they hadn’t yet noticed anything approaching, or it didn’t frighten them. I looked up into Blaze’s face.

      “What is it, boy?”

      He snorted and shook his beautiful head. I patted his neck.

      The rebel army, tired as it was, had repositioned itself in a ring around our camp, ready to face whatever came next. The apprehension on their faces broke my heart.

      Damon, Dean, and Ollie stood facing the road we had come from; the three werewolves sprawled by their feet. Thomas and I joined them.

      “It’s coming from that direction,” Damon said.

      “I can’t tell what it is,” Ollie said. “That flowery smell disguises everything.”

      “They’re hiding. That can mean nothing good,” Thomas growled.

      Blaze, who’d silently followed us, snorted beside me. The werewolves yipped in fright and fled.

      “Afraid of a horse,” Dean scoffed.

      “I am going to take a look,” I said.

      Before anyone could protest, Blaze knelt for me and I swung my leg over his back. The men gaped as we took to the air.

      There wasn’t much space between the trees, but once we were over the road, Blaze picked up speed. A quarter-mile down the path, the strangest sight greeted us, and I almost laughed out loud.

      We circled overhead twice, and I let my heart drink it in.

      Two sturdy ponies, which carried what was surely two witches, marched at the head of a column of at least two hundred satyrs, our mounted shifters, and the rest of all our shifter wolves.

      They stuck together in close formation, and I could see the concentration on the witches’ faces as they muttered the spell that issued the lilac scent.

      Blaze swooped down and landed twenty yards ahead of them on the road. I let my blue glow spread from me so they could see me in the dark. The ponies nickered to Blaze in greeting, and the wolves all howled when they saw me.

      “It is safe,” I called, “you can drop your spell.”

      The witches looked at me with suspicion, but the wolves did not wait for permission. They left the protection of the spell and swarmed around me.

      “The others are a quarter mile further. Go find them.”

      The wolves did not need to be asked twice. They shot off, loping through the dark forest as if they’d been given a free pass.

      William and the other shifters on horseback also rode up. Most just grinned at me and galloped past.

      “It is good to see you, Dana,” William said. “We have been worried.”

      “I am glad you are safe,” I replied. “The others aren’t far.”

      William put his heels to his horse and followed the others.

      “Are you the child of the prophecy?” one of the witches asked when they reached me.

      “I am, and who might you be?”

      “I am Maude, and this is Willa. We have come to join you if you will have us.”

      The two witches hid their greying hair under black hats, and they both wore dresses that made them look like harmless grannies, but the sparkle within their eyes told a different story.

      “Thank you for the spell you cast over the shifters to protect them. I’ll be glad to have you,” I answered them.

      “Sure you are,” Maude replied, “you need us. Now, let’s not waste time. Hop, hop.”

      “Maude,” Willa whispered.

      “Ach,” Maude waved her away.

      A smile cracked my face, and I turned Blaze to walk ahead of the witches’ ponies, while Maude and Willa continued to argue. The reassuring sound of hundreds of satyr hooves stomping along the forest path followed us.

      By the time we reached camp, the panic from moments before had gone. The shifters mingled with the rebel army, and Thomas and Damon came towards us.

      “I was worried when the magic stopped, but then the shifters raced towards us. How do you do that?” Damon helped me off the stallion, although I hardly needed help.

      Thomas, who had gotten there a step behind, growled.

      “This was not my doing. We have to thank these two ladies for leading the satyrs and protecting the shifters.”

      “We are no ladies, Miss,” Maude protested. “Our ponies are hungry. Isn’t there anyone to take care of them?”

      “Maude,” Willa hissed.

      “Ach.”

      Damon and Thomas stared at them.

      “I will get someone to look after them,” I said. “Come, let me introduce you to everyone.”

      Many more fires now burned around our makeshift camp, and sleep was temporarily forgotten. The morning would greet us soon enough, but even I didn’t care about that now.

      The two witches settled around our fire, and Thomas helped Arianna to sit with us.

      “My dear, what happened to you?” Willa said as soon as Arianna sat down.

      I answered for her, “It was a spell that drained her.”

      “Magic makes its own demands,” Maude said. “You can train like you would train any muscle, but there are always limits. When you exceed those, you play on the other side.”

      “The other side?” I asked.

      “I did what I had to do,” Arianna whispered.

      “You are barely alive,” Maude countered.

      “But they are.” Arianna smiled, pointing a shaking finger at Thomas and me.

      Maude grumbled, and Willa nudged her in the ribs.

      “Fine,” Maude finally said, and Willa smiled brightly.

      The pair of witches got up from their log and walked around the fire. They knelt in front of Arianna, and Willa took some herbs out of her bag.

      “I need some boiling water,” she said.

      Thomas hurried to bring it.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Do you want her to live?” Maude asked.

      “Yes, very much.”

      “Then, watch and learn, young witch.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her but kept my mouth shut. It was time I accepted the fact I was part witch, anyway.

      Damon came to stand beside us and watched the two witches with hawk eyes. I didn’t know if it was because his charms didn’t work on them, or if he had other reasons, but he sure didn’t trust them.

      Willa pulled a small well-used bowl from another bag and within it, ground some carefully selected herbs. Maude then poured a measured amount of boiling water over it, while Willa stirred.

      “Pay heed, witch-daughter,” Maude said, “for this will draw out the dark magic from within, but you must say the words right.”

      “Dark magic?”

      “It is dangerous to meddle, it is, and a taboo amongst us witches.”

      I looked from Maude to Arianna. What had she sacrificed to save us?

      “She used dark magic like the elves?” I asked.

      “No, my dear,” Maude patted my hand, “this is real dark magic, the evil kind, black magic.”

      Icy shivers ran down my back. Although I did not understand what it meant, the moon magic within me reacted to the threat the word implied.

      “Come,” Willa said gently, “help us.”

      “You, too,” Maude said to Damon.

      We all hovered around Arianna, who looked at us with big eyes. I lifted her head and helped her sip slowly from the potion the witches had brewed.

      Maude hummed and laid her hands on Arianna’s body. Willa indicated for Damon to do the same. Then, Willa spoke.

      “I see you, and now you see me.

      You are black as the night; I am white as the light.

      You are oil, and I am water.

      The mirror between us has shattered.

      And your greedy fingers want more.

      But I am here to tell you STOP.

      For I have brought my sisters.

      And I have brought my brother.

      Together our light shines brighter than any darkness.

      Together we wash away your oil.

      Together we turn from you to never look again.

      Together we are stronger than your evil.

      Together we endure.”

      Ozone filled the air, and static crackled all around us. The spell drew power from deep within me, and blue veins raised all along my skin. Damon bared his teeth, and the witches had their eyes closed in concentration.

      As it abated, Arianna gasped, took a deep breath, and clutched a hand to her chest.

      I dropped the bowl with the last bit of potion. “Arianna.”

      She held up her hand and took several more deep breaths.

      “Give her some time,” Willa said. “It might have looked easy what we did there, but that was potent magic. She needs to recover.”

      The witches rose, gathered their things, and returned to the other side of the fire.

      “Thomas, sit by Arianna.”

      He took my place without question and draped a blanket over her shoulders.

      “Walk with me,” I said to Damon.

      The witcher followed me around our fire ~ just out of sight of Arianna and Thomas ~ and took a seat beside Maude and Willa.

      “May I talk to you?” I asked.

      Willa smiled warmly, but Maude grumbled. “If you must.”

      “Maude.”

      “Ach.”

      If these two were to be our companions for the rest of our journey, I guessed we’d all have to get used to their quirks.

      “Thank you for what you did back there. It means more to me than you know.”

      “How do you know how much we know?” Maude asked.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean…”

      “We would not have made a good first impression if we had let the mother of the child of the prophecy die, now would we?”

      I gaped at her.

      “Close your mouth, child.”

      I did as I was told.

      “You have much to learn, yet,” Maude continued, “and, whether I like it or not, we are here to help.”

      “Maude.”

      “Ach.”

      “Thank you,” I said, even if she made me feel like a child.

      “Now, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      Maude raised her eyebrows expectantly, and I swallowed my misgivings.

      “You said that Arianna exceeded the limit of her magic, and that’s why she used black magic. Is it a completely different magic, or is it the same magic, just evil?”

      Willa’s face fell, and Maude suddenly leaned forward. The light from the fire cast strange shadows across her face and put her eyes into total darkness.

      “Why do you ask this, child?”

      My heart raced, and I shuffled a little closer to Damon on the log.

      “Because I think my moon magic has a white and a black side to it.”

      Damon stiffened beside me. Willa clapped a hand over her mouth. Maude sat up again, and although I expected to find shock, I saw only pity in her eyes.

      “Little is known about moon magic,” Maude finally said. “It has led to much despair in the wrong hands, and if that had been the result of black magic, then I would not doubt it.”

      The silent, peaceful camp around us contrasted starkly with the turmoil within me. Had I used black magic every time I had killed? It would certainly explain, but not absolve me of blame.

      “Dana,” Damon said, “what makes you think it could be black magic? It has never drained you the way it did with Arianna.”

      “She is stronger than you think,” Maude said.

      Damon looked at her.

      “She has walked on the other side and held its hand,” Willa added.

      I gasped. How would she know that?

      The two witches nodded. “We have come to the right place,” Maude said.

      “Who are you?” Damon asked.

      “No-one important,” Maude replied, “but her you must protect with your life.”

      Damon looked at me, and I shuddered. I didn’t like the way this was going at all. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked. Was it better not to know? I’d seen what the black magic did to Arianna. What if that happened to me?

      “How did Arianna know how to use the black magic?” I asked, even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      Maude narrowed her eyes when she looked at me. “There is something in every one of us, but to wield it, you need to know how. Perhaps she had a teacher, perhaps one of the ancients’ books.”

      “Like a purple book with gold writing?” Goosebumps raised on my arms.

      Willa shuffled forward and looked at me with wide eyes. “The book of Araphanel.”

      “Yes,” Maude confirmed, “it holds answers to everything a witch needs to know, if one can read it. Willa has wanted a copy all her life.”

      I gulped. That book I had carried with me for so long and never used. Arianna had derived so much information from it already, and now she had used it for black magic. I suddenly felt unwell.

      “I’m tired,” I told them. “You should also get what rest you can before sunrise.”

      There were only four hours left until the sun would rise, but I was determined to close my eyes for that time. Thomas had curled up beside Arianna; both of them fast asleep.

      I dragged a blanket over to them, leaned my armour against a tree, and for once, wished the world did not exist.
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        * * *

      

      Soft breath tickled my cheek, and when I opened my eyes to warm morning light, I looked straight into Thomas’ amber eyes.

      “Good morning, Freckles.”

      He was so close to me; I could feel the warmth of his skin, smell his scent. Sleepy as I was, I struggled to resist the urge to pull him closer. What was going on with me this morning? Thomas smiled.

      “Morning,” I mumbled and sat up.

      The camp around us bustled with activity, and Maude and Willa handed out tea by our fire. Damon watched Thomas and me with narrowed eyes.

      Oh, was that what this was about? This was Thomas’ way of letting Damon know that I was his and his alone. Thomas now sat down next to me and handed me a cup with steaming liquid.

      “Why did you let me sleep so late?” I complained.

      “You needed the rest, and we don’t need you to get everyone ready.”

      He was right, so I drank my tea.

      “How is Arianna this morning?”

      “Recovered,” Thomas said. “She’s gone with Ollie and the others to fetch the horses.”

      When I had finished my tea, Thomas helped me to put my armour back on, before we packed the few things we’d brought. When Arianna and the others came with the horses, Lazuli greeted me enthusiastically.

      “I missed you, too,” I told the mare and swung myself into the saddle.

      It took another half an hour before we were ready to move, and I realised how big our army had grown ~ over five hundred rebels made up of all types of legendaries, more than two hundred satyrs, nearly three hundred shifters on horseback, and still over a thousand wolves. Plus, three witches and a witcher, of course.

      The dark elves would surely tremble in their castle when they saw us ~ if we ever made it there. The moonclaven was in seven days. We’d never been to this part of Raven Hall and could not estimate how long it would take us to get to Elothrien.

      “Lead the way,” I told the werewolves.

      I had no name for my destination when I had laid my hands on their grotesque bodies, but they had understood me. The werewolves now sprang away, and our mismatched army followed.

      Damon and Thomas rode on either side of me, while Arianna, Willa, and Maude rode behind us. Blaze sailed overhead, keeping a lookout, and the rest of the army trailed behind.

      The day wore on so uneventfully; I became restless. The forest looked the same wherever we went, and I fretted that we made no progress at all.

      “At least, now that the barrier is up around Raven Hall, the forest lets us pass in peace,” Arianna tried to placate me.

      I wished we were already in the elven part of Raven Hall, and we had the gryphon to guide us. He would know the fastest way.

      “Too peaceful,” I countered but tried to keep my bad mood to myself.

      As if fate had heard me, Blaze suddenly screamed from up above. At the same time, the werewolves froze on the path ahead of us.

      Thomas growled beside me. “Elves,” he hissed.

      We reined our horses to a stop. The werewolves turned around and loped back towards us. Before they reached us, several arrows zoomed out of the forest and shot them dead.
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      The werewolves screamed in shock as the arrows found their marks. They writhed in pain for a moment and then went still.

      My instinct was to ride to them, but Thomas and Damon boxed me in by pushing their horses in front of mine. The witches drew close, and the warriors and shifters swarmed around us until they had us surrounded.

      Why was their first instinct always to protect me? Had I not proven to them that I could handle myself?

      We rode forward as a dense group, except for a handful of wolves who silently disappeared into the trees to scout ahead.

      There was no hope for the werewolves ~ the shots had been accurate and deadly. The elves who had fired them were trained marksmen.

      “They have retreated,” Thomas said.

      Steve growled. “I agree. They sat in those trees,” he pointed, “but left once they killed the beasts.”

      “How many of them were there?” I asked.

      My face remained a mask of seriousness as I watched the shifters around me narrow their eyes, tilt their faces, sniff the air, and some even stuck the tips of their tongues out between their lips.

      Inside, I giggled, I couldn’t help it, even in this situation.

      Hank finally answered, “The scent of so many horses makes it difficult to tell, but I’m sure there are only two of them.”

      A mumble of agreement from the others confirmed it.

      “Can you track them?” I asked.

      The shifters uttered several huffs of indignation.

      “Of course, we can track them,” Hank replied.

      “Dana,” Thomas reached over and briefly touched my arm, “if there were only two, is it worth going after them?”

      “We’ve lost our guides,” I said. “Without the werewolves, we’re just walking in a general direction. We don’t have time for delays. The moonclaven is in seven days. Bring us the elves, and Arianna can use her truth potion to make them talk.”

      Thomas grinned ruefully. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Dana is precisely the general this army needs, Thomas,” Damon cut in. “Do not underestimate her.”

      Thomas growled at the witcher, but he only laughed. I had no time for their pettiness right now.

      “Hank,” I turned to the burly, dark-haired shifter, “how many will you need to go with you to track the elves?”

      He grinned. “I could do it by myself, but this is their forest, and there could be more of them along the way. I’ll take James and Paul with me.”

      “I’ll come, too,” William said from behind, “and this lot.” He pointed to the side to a pack of six wolves loping beside his horse.

      Hank nodded his agreement, and moments later, they rode off through the forest. We kept following the road at a steady pace and resumed our previous riding formation with Thomas, Damon, and me in the lead.

      Dean, followed by his pack, had moved right to the front of the column to ride behind Arianna and the two witches. Some of his wolves ranged a hundred yards into the forest on either side of the road as lookouts.

      I tried not to wish for anything to happen along this tedious road, but as midday turned to afternoon and then to evening, without incident, I began to worry that, maybe, this was too easy.

      By the time we made camp, Hank and his shifters had not returned.

      “Should we be worried?” I asked Ollie as Hank was from his pack.

      “Give them until tomorrow. It’s a big forest,” he replied.

      The part of Raven Hall where we’d stopped to make camp was dense with pine trees but held little undergrowth. We spread out off the road under the trees, dotting the forest floor with our fires like an upside-down night sky.

      Thomas built us a fire, and our three witches settled around it. Arianna got along well with Willa and Maude, even if Maude did most of the talking.

      Damon, Dean, and I joined them, but Ollie and Steve went to sit by the packs, and even Damon’s men mingled with the others tonight.

      I stretched my feet out towards the fire and leaned back against a tree stump. Now that the season had turned, it wasn’t as warm, anymore, and the nights could get cold in the forest.

      It reminded me, again, that on the twentieth of September our time was up. The moonclaven would happen, and we needed to get the stones back before then.

      A branch popped in the fire, and it snapped me out of my thoughts. I watched the sparks float up into the air.

      They travelled high, all the way to the treetops, and then spread out, multiplied, to hover above the entire camp. I sat up and squinted at them.

      Maude and Damon sprang to their feet. Damon pointed his staff into the air, while Maude raised both her arms.

      Bright light from Lightbringer shot high and then spread out like a fan. Wherever it touched the red sparks, they vanished.

      Blue mist rose from Maude’s hands to envelop the red sparks, and their lights flickered off one by one.

      “Come.” Arianna grabbed me by my hand.

      We ducked underneath the magic flowing from Maude and Damon, and then I followed Willa and Arianna away from the fire.

      “What’s happening?” I asked when we stopped several yards away.

      “It’s an attack,” Arianna said. “Look.”

      She pointed back to the fire. Thomas and Dean sat slumped forward over their knees, unmoving. At the next fire, all the shifters sat motionless, as well. I looked around the rest of the camp and shuddered.

      “How?”

      “Black magic,” Willa whispered.

      “But, if they can do that, how will we ever get the stones back?”

      Arianna put a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s worry about that once we’ve survived this. The only reason we’re awake is that all of us have tasted black magic. So, let’s find these sorcerers.”

      My heart raced a mile a minute as I understood what she meant. Damon was awake, too. So were Willa and Maude. And, I now had my answer to my question.

      The bright lights above us faded as Damon and Maude ran over to us, both their faces grim.

      “There must be several of them to perform a spell this big,” Damon said.

      “I hate black magic,” Maude grumbled.

      “We need to find them before they attack, again,” Arianna said. “The scent of their magic is everywhere.”

      “We’ll have to split up,” Damon agreed. “Dana can come with me.”

      “No.” Arianna took a step closer to me. “Dana comes with me.”

      “She’d be safest with us.”

      “Maude.”

      “Ach.”

      “Absolutely, not,” Arianna said. “She’s my daughter, and she’s coming with me.”

      My moon magic raced through my veins and exploded out of my hands to form a dome that came crashing down around us with such force, it sent pine needles flying in all directions.

      The others threw their hands over their heads and cowered, while I stood there, unsure of what just happened.

      Seconds later, pine cones rained down on us, smacking the dome so hard, it sounded like cannon fire. The cones bounced off and accumulated around us to form an ever-growing circle of pine cones.

      “Maybe, we should stay together,” I yelled.

      The others stared at me.

      Eventually, the magical storm of pine cones eased and then stopped. I waited another minute and then let go of the dome.

      “They will need to gather their strength before they can cast their next spell. Let’s go,” Damon said.

      “This way.” Maude unerringly took the lead, and we followed.

      My magic now bubbled beneath the surface, and even I could smell the sorcerers’ magic in the air. It reeked; not the distinct smell of ozone or the pleasant smell of lilacs.

      “Do you think it could be the light elves trying to stop us from going to Elothrien?” I asked Damon.

      “Light elves?” Maude’s voice rose several octaves.

      “They’re here to take the stones back from the dark elves, and they don’t want the fae’s involvement,” I explained.

      “Nonsense,” Maude huffed. “The high elves of Astraea always have ulterior motives.”

      “I knew it.” A shudder ran down my back. “I didn’t trust that Elgar of Erinvale from the moment I met him.”

      Maude spat on the ground.

      “To answer your question,” Damon said, “let me ask you one. Have the dark elves ever attacked you with black magic?”

      We climbed through a long-dry riverbed, and Damon helped me up the steep embankment on the other side.

      “No, only with their strange dark magic.”

      “Then, it is unlikely that they would have mastered the art in such a short time. It could very well be the high elves.”

      The further from camp we went, the darker the forest became. Damon lit Lightbringer, but only to a dull glow. I had to remind myself that others could not see the light.

      “They were here,” Maude said and pointed to the ground.

      It somehow helped to know that the sorcerers left footprints ~ just like real people. They weren’t some ghosts, so they could be killed.

      How my train of thought had changed. Here I was actively thinking of killing people. Was this the black magic talking? The dark side of my moon magic?

      I had no time to dwell on it when Maude suddenly ran off. We all sprinted after her, although that didn’t take much effort. The witch’s short legs shuffled beneath her skirt, but she had surprising stamina.

      Maude was like a bloodhound once she had the scent in her nose. Who needed shifters when you had a witch? The horrid smell of the sorcerers’ magic got more potent, and even I could have now followed it.

      My magic reacted to it, as well, and it suddenly welled up.

      “Stop,” I yelled.

      Willa bumped into me as I came to a stop. Damon and Arianna ran a bit further, but then slowed and looked back. Maude hadn’t heard me.

      “Stop. Come back,” I yelled again.

      I grabbed Willa by the hand, and we walked the few yards over to Damon and Arianna. Maude had stopped, and she now looked at us, mouthing a question.

      The rush of magic through my veins unbalanced me, and I grabbed Damon’s arm to steady me. A blue film settled over my eyes.

      “Come back, Maude,” I tried once more.

      “I’ll get her,” Damon said.

      “No.” I gripped him tighter.

      All at once, a shrill whistle sounded through the forest. It painfully pierced the eardrum and sent stabbing pains into the brain. Birds dropped from their branches where they slept, and several deer sprang past us.

      Maude covered her ears at the same time that my magic spread out to engulf us in the blue dome.

      “Maude,” Willa wailed.

      We could still hear the whistle, but it no longer caused pain. Maude fell to her knees; her mouth open in a scream of anguish. Blood poured from under her palms, where she had them clamped over her ears.

      “Hold on to me,” I yelled at the others.

      I lifted my arms above me, and everyone placed their hands on my waist.

      “Walk with me,” I ordered.

      Often, the moon magic flared up on its own accord. It would activate and then know exactly what to do. I would then let it, and it would only cost me the required energy.

      The moon magic had made this dome to protect us. Moving it was my idea. This would require concentration. I gritted my teeth and pushed.

      The thin, pearlescent blue wall of the dome fizzled with tiny arcs of magic, but then it responded. I took a step and then another.

      Maude crawled towards us on all fours. She stretched out one arm, pleading. Her body shook, and she collapsed to the side. Maude immediately covered her ears again.

      “Aargh.” I pushed harder.

      The moon magic finally understood, and the resistance dwindled. We moved over to Maude as quickly as we could and enveloped her in the protection of our dome.

      Willa and Arianna bent down to her.

      “Maude, speak to me,” Willa pleaded.

      “She can’t hear you,” Arianna patted Willa’s back.

      Together, they dug through their bags, and found herbs and potions, and nursed Maude while Damon and I stood guard.

      It was only when the noise abated that I noticed Damon’s hands still holding my waist. I frowned but found that instead of making me uncomfortable, his hands steadied me.

      “It’s gone,” I finally said and let the magic end.

      Damon and I knelt by the others.

      “She’ll be fine,” Arianna told us, “but her eardrums will take some time to heal.”

      “Let me.”

      Arianna immediately moved over, while Willa looked at me sceptically. I placed my hands over Maude’s ears, and the silvery magic engulfed them. Willa’s eyes widened, and she gasped.

      Maude blinked several times and then looked up at me. Colour returned to her strained face, and in the light from the silver magic, her eyes shone brightly.

      “How do you feel now?” I asked Maude.

      She sat up. “What did you do to me?” she asked.

      “She healed you with the moon magic,” Arianna answered.

      “No, child,” Maude said, “that wasn’t moon magic. That was your own kind of magic.”

      “There’s no such thing,” Damon said.

      “Isn’t there?” Maude asked. “She’s fae, and she’s a witch, and she’s a moon child. Who is to say what the magic does within her?”

      I gasped. “A moon child?”

      “The moon magic has chosen you. That makes you a moon child. Ruler, protector, advisor, and friend. So it is written.”

      “Hold on,” Arianna said, “those are texts from the time before the last era. Those were written more than five thousand years ago.”

      “And they still hold true today.” Maude smiled.

      “The prophecy is barely a thousand years old. How could these two be linked?” Arianna countered.

      “Only to serve as a reminder.”

      Arianna huffed. “We already have enough to worry about. Let’s find these sorcerers.”

      We scrambled to our feet, but what Maude had said settled within me and would not let go. Moon child. My magic reacted to it in a strange way ~ every time I thought about the word, my skin tingled.

      “They’ve moved on,” Damon said. “I think they might be circling our camp.”

      “Can we not break the spell they cast on our people?” I asked.

      “We stopped it from spreading as best we could,” Maude said. “Had it carried on for much longer, everyone would have fallen into an eternal sleep. We need to catch the sorcerer and break their concentration to end the spell.”

      We moved on, now at a rapid pace with Damon in the lead. We skirted the camp on the eastern side, and the horses munched peacefully on their grain bags. The spell affected only the legendaries.

      “Quiet,” Damon whispered.

      Hurriedly, we hid behind some trees and listened. Sounds drifted over to us from beyond a low rise. It sounded like mumbling, at first, but then I thought it was chanting.

      Damon waved his hand, and we all looked at him. He held up four fingers. Maude nodded, and then Damon pointed at the low rise. Maude nodded again, and Damon looked around at the rest of us.

      There was no time to lose. Whatever magic they were conjuring, we would not sit here and wait for it to strike us. Damon gave the signal, and we sprinted for the ridge.

      My heart thudded in my chest, beating wildly against my ribcage. My magic flared violently, so by the time I crested the rise, I could hold it no longer.

      Four high elves, clad in their long, grey robes, sat in a circle around a witch light, chanting. That was all I saw before a bright beam of my magic exploded into their middle.

      I raced down the slope and on into the depression on the other side. A shower of pine needles rained down on me, and black smoke swirled around me.

      Damon was suddenly by my side, and he grabbed me around my waist and dragged me away. A magenta swish of magic flew past us and collided with the black smoke to form a swirling mushroom cloud.

      “You need to be more careful,” Damon whispered in my ear before he let me go.

      Maude bumped into me, muttered under her breath and blue flame-like magic issued forth from her fingers. Beside her, Willa had her tongue firmly clamped between her lips, and her white magic held the elven sorcerer while Maude blasted him with her flames.

      Damon was already gone from my side, and he now pursued one of the elves who ran off into the forest while shooting silver orbs at Damon.

      Arianna stood in the centre of the depression where once the witch light had been. A crater marked the spot, now, and she held her ground within it as the other two elves circled her.

      Oh, no, you don’t, I thought. That’s my mother.

      My arms shot forward, and each of my hands sent a beam of magic so powerful towards the sorcerers that I staggered backwards and nearly fell.

      The magic ceased, and I caught myself. The two light elves lay sprawled on the other side of the small depression, but even as I watched, they heaved themselves to their feet.

      My magic boiled. Only one other had lived through one of my killing blows ~ Eltaor Wranfaren. If it were the black magic that protected them from it, then I wouldn’t be surprised if the dark elf sorcerer also meddled with this forbidden magic.

      When I turned, I saw that Damon had caught up with the other elf, but they were locked in a stand-off battle, and Maude and Willa had made no progress with their elf, either.

      Whatever magic Arianna had already used on these two had worn her out; she stood with her hands on her knees, breathing hard.

      Enough. Sometimes, you need to fight fire with fire. I would just have to be strong enough to fight it afterwards. I could do it. Do it for them.

      My magic responded to the change within me. As the two elves found their feet, moved their hands to spin some magic, and came towards us, the dark side of me took over.
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      The two elves came, their magic flared, and I knew the spell they intended. Up within the forest, Damon duelled with the other, and I knew their magic, too. Behind me, I saw everything.

      This dark side of me missed nothing, and as I let it take over, all my worries disappeared, for how could I possibly lose if all they had were those pathetic spells?

      My chest heaved as I breathed, and I felt my nostrils flare. I raised my arms on either side, my magic trailing like a fan from each arm.

      Arianna stepped away, a look of horror on her face, but I could not be concerned with her right now.

      Damon shouted something and sprinted my way; his sorcerer forgotten.

      The two elves in front of me dropped their hands and ended their spell, then stared at me with disbelief. Good ~ let them be afraid.

      Damon raced down the slope of the shallow depression, but before he got to me, Arianna stopped him.

      My magic tinted everything around me blue as it drew on the power to send the killing blasts. The elves in front of me shouted, but I didn’t hear them. When they ran, I turned to follow their movement ~ they wouldn’t get far.

      The other two elves joined them ~ good, all four together ~ and huddled in a group, looks of terror on their faces.

      The magic waited no longer. It sought release, and I gave it. Lightning burst from me in a blinding flash and turned the area where the elves stood into a ball of light.

      I waited for the satisfaction it would bring, but it didn’t come. That feeling of power the killing brought was gone. The lightning stopped, and I sank to my knees.

      Where the elves had stood moments before, was now nothing but empty forest.

      When I heard whispers behind me, I turned to look. They all shut up quickly. Maude hugged Willa. Arianna laid a hand on Damon’s arm.

      I stared back at the spot the elves should have been. Why had it not worked? Why had I been cheated out of my reward? I wanted my power. I wanted to feel it.

      Anger surged within me. My magic roiled and flared. If I couldn’t get my satisfaction from the elves, I’d have to find it elsewhere. I got to my feet and turned around.

      In the distance, I saw moving pinpricks of light between the trees. Our camp was that way, and I guessed people would start looking for us now that the spell was broken.

      So many people. I smiled.

      Then, I froze.

      What was I thinking?

      A shudder passed over me.

      My body still glowed blue and silver.

      My vision was still tinted with a film of blue.

      I shook my head. My vision cleared.

      The elves…I had not killed them.

      I tried to think; what had I seen other than my lust to kill?

      Urgh, I needed to be myself again.

      I ran my hands into my hair and closed my eyes.

      Deep breaths.

      The magic calmed within me.

      More breaths.

      I am in control, I told myself. This is not me.

      Alright, better. Things made sense, again. I couldn’t understand how anyone would willingly stay on the dark side for any length of time.

      I smoothed down my hair and approached the others.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      Maude nudged Willa. “You owe me a silver.”

      Arianna just smiled, but I saw the immense relief underneath her composed face. Damon, on the other hand, was beside himself.

      “Are you crazy? You can’t just keep doing that. It will suck you in, and eventually, it won’t spit you out. This isn’t a game. You…”

      “Damon,” I hooked myself into his arm, “thank you for caring so much, and thank you for always being there for me.”

      His mouth snapped shut, and he walked quietly beside me. Those pinpricks of light I’d seen in the distance now became flickering lights as torchbearers searched the forest for us.

      “So, what did you do with the elves?” Damon asked.

      “Nothing,” I said. “I meant to kill them, but they vanished before I could.”

      Arianna stopped abruptly, and we almost walked into her.

      “Did you see a shimmer?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I exclaimed, finally remembering, “yes, I did.”

      Arianna’s face brightened. “That is why they shot the werewolves where they did, and why they attacked us here. They didn’t want us to find their entry point. We now know where to go.”

      “Let’s hope the gryphon finds us as soon as we are through, and we get to Elothrien quickly once we’re there,” I said.

      “Let’s rest tonight,” Arianna said. “We’ve already lost a good portion of the night. We also need to give Hank and the others time to find us.”

      Blaze galloped through the trees, followed by several wolves. The wolves circled us, howled, and then ran back the way they came.

      “Hey, boy,” I said to Blaze and patted his neck.

      “He’s yours, now,” Damon said.

      “What?”

      “I have no idea how old he is,” Damon confessed, “and I lied when I said he was given to me as a foal. Blaze has been in my family for centuries. For safekeeping, because that’s what our family does. I didn’t even know he was a pegasus.”

      “For centuries?” I looked sceptically at the stallion, but he only snorted.

      “We were told that whoever can make him fly would be his one true master.”

      “Oh. Uhm, thank you, I guess.”

      Blaze snorted, again, and rubbed his head against me.

      The forest ahead of us lit up in orange light as people came running. We could see their open mouths and wild eyes. I guessed they must have been terrified.

      “Dana. Arianna,” Thomas’ voice rang out through the woods.

      We’d probably be safe, for now, and everyone could get some rest before we breached the tear into the other part of Raven Hall tomorrow, but from the looks on our “rescuers’” faces, I wasn’t too sure if they could sleep, right now.

      Thomas handed his torch to Dean and took Arianna and me into his arms. His body shook; his fear had been real.

      “I thought you were dead,” he whispered.

      Arianna freed herself from his embrace. “Did your worry start when you woke up to find us gone?”

      Thomas shook his head. “I had a dream that something awful happened, and when I woke, you were all gone.”

      “How could they?” My magic flared through my tiredness. “How dare they call themselves high elves? I should have killed them when I had the chance.”

      “Dana, calm down.”

      Arianna clasped her hands on my arms and pressed them to my sides. I stared at her wide-eyed, but she held my gaze until my magic abated.

      Willa sidled up to us. “The high elves never do anything without a reason.”

      I struggled in Arianna’s grip. “What would mind torture have achieved?”

      Willa shrugged.

      “Don’t mind her,” Maude said and pulled Willa away.

      “Urgh,” I huffed, but let Thomas drape his arm around me and lead me back to camp.

      Between Arianna, Maude, and Willa, they soon established that everyone who had even the slightest personal connection to the five of us, who battled the elves, had been given those awful dreams.

      After talking to those afflicted, we could only conclude that the desired effect had been despair, for even now that Thomas and the others saw that we were alive, the dream still remained with them.

      Back at camp, the witches and the witcher spent some time putting wards around us. We were such a large group, these wards would not be strong enough to deter any magical attack, but they would warn us.

      Hank and his shifters found their way back to camp, unable to explain how they got lost. They were mortified until Ollie explained what happened.

      We all sat around the fire for a long while, mostly silent, and Thomas held me in his arms as if I would vanish at any moment.

      The turmoil within me drained me, and the fight with the elves had tired me, and I eventually pried myself away from Thomas and slunk to my tent.

      Arianna had said I was getting stronger. I knew she didn’t mean my use of the magic was getting stronger, but that I was stronger in fighting off the desire to use the dark side of the moon magic.

      The conflicting emotions within me belied that statement. I was like a petulant child that screamed ‘I want to be good,’ but then slipped back into naughtiness the next chance it got.

      Was I strong enough? When I was in my right mind like I was now, it was ludicrous to think of myself as a ruthless killer, who could walk over the corpses of her enemies to her ultimate goal.

      The magic stirred and swirled through my veins. I’d tasted the other side. The power it brought with it was euphoric. Everything could be so simple, so exciting, so magnificent.

      I pulled my coat further over my body. It was cold tonight. The turmoil within me was mine to bear; I only hoped I was, indeed, strong enough.
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        * * *

      

      Damon and I stood opposite Arianna, Maude, and Willa, with a space of at least thirty yards between us. Morning birds already sang in the trees, but light had yet to reach the forest floor.

      Torches, driven into the rich soil, lit a wide path to the area between us. The flickering glow from the flames danced off the shimmering translucence where we’d called forth the portal ~ the tear between worlds.

      Our rebel army, led by Thomas and Dean, marched through into Raven Hall. We’d finally made it, at least to here.

      With so many magic users, holding the tear open proved easier than ever before, even with an army this large. The last few satyrs gathered the torches, and then we went through with them.

      My heart pounded as I went through, unsure of what to expect, but as discussed, the army had spread out and formed a protective circle around the tear.

      By now, the sun shone over the forest, casting golden rays through the trees. We’d come through in a small clearing, not nearly big enough to contain the entire rebel army.

      They dispersed throughout the forest, and it took nearly half an hour before all of us were walking or riding along the narrow path leading away from the meadow.

      I now rode Blaze, for he preferred it that way, and Lazuli was left to follow us ~ although judging by the way she eyed Blaze, I didn’t think she minded.

      “Do you think the gryphon will find us?” Thomas asked.

      “Gryphon?” Damon looked at us.

      “I have no doubt he already knows we’re here,” I answered. “At the very least, he’ll know that I am here, healing his forest.”

      The silvery magic flowed in gentle waves from my left hand to wash over those plants affected by the mysterious rotting illness of Raven Hall. Along this trail, it wasn’t all that widespread, with only every fifth or sixth plant I rode past in need of healing.

      I noticed that it sapped my strength less than it had the last time I was here. I hardly noticed it at all ~ as if I could do this all day without faltering. The gryphon would be pleased.

      “What about the gryphon?” Damon asked again.

      “He’s Dana’s friend,” Thomas said brusquely. I shot him a glance.

      “The gryphon is the reason our armies can move freely within the elven realm. This forest isn’t too friendly to our kind, and it took all my strength to move through here the first time. The gryphon appreciated what I did for his forest, and he helped us.”

      “This?” Damon pointed at my magic.

      “Yes.”

      Willa trotted up on her pony to ride beside us. “That’s the black magic that done that.”

      I stared at her. “The rotting of the plants?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Eltaor,” I gasped; I was right. I turned to Arianna. “It is no wonder that the elven sorcerer was so strong. He’s been meddling with black magic this entire time.”

      Arianna nodded. “It is possible, but we don’t know that for sure.”

      “The girl knows,” Willa said and tapped the side of her nose.

      Willa reined her pony back and fell in beside Maude, who proceeded to give her some kind of whispered lecture. Willa did not look remorseful in the least.

      I wondered about Willa. She was quiet most of the time, but when she spoke, it always sent shivers down my back. What did she know?

      As we rode on, our rebel army stretched for a mile along the trail as it wound through the forest. Unlike its dreary counterpart, this enchanted part of Raven Hall delighted us with its beauty.

      Leafy vines curled around stately trees and connected them with an intricate network of lianas. The birds that inhabited the trees kept us company with their songs all day.

      Multiple species of fern made their home between the trees and unfurled in elegant displays, while the ground-covering mosses varied in colour from green and blue, to orange and red.

      We saw no other animals except the birds, but Thomas told me that the noise from the army, and the smell of the wolf shifters in the forest, sent everything within a mile of us into hiding.

      Strangely, it felt good to be here. I caught myself smiling several times during the day, and the turmoil within me had eased.

      We were so close to our goal ~ six days to the moonclaven, and we could be in Elothrien within a day or two. I had an army behind me, three witches by my side, and a witcher to protect me.

      My heart missed a beat, but only for a moment. I’d deal with the witcher’s promise once all of this was over.

      “We found no trace of the elves,” Hank startled me out of my thoughts.

      Hank, Paul, James, and a handful of other volunteers, including wolves, had spread out from the clearing to search for the high elves, as their initial scenting along the road had revealed nothing.

      “They couldn’t have vanished,” Dean complained.

      “We found nothing,” Hank insisted.

      “Their magic is strong,” Arianna cut in. “The elves would have covered their tracks.”

      I sighed. “Thank you, Hank.”

      Once Hank and the others had fallen back in line behind us, Damon turned to me. “How do you know we are going the right way?”

      “I don’t, but this is the only path. Until the gryphon shows up, we are at the mercy of the forest, and we can only do our best to keep it on our side.”

      Doubt ~ such a nasty thing to settle in someone’s mind. I was no great general, no commander, no captain, and I had no training in how to lead an army to war.

      Every once in a while, I remembered my age, and the world seemed mighty big around me. I made things up as I went along and hoped they worked. I relied on my magic and hoped it would lead me true.

      Damon reached across, and his hand settled on mine. “You are not alone,” he said as if he’d read my thoughts.

      When I looked at him, Damon removed his hand and carried on riding as if nothing had happened. Thomas hadn’t even noticed.

      Around noon, the path, which had been following a southerly route, turned east ~ not the way we wanted to go; at least, I didn’t think so.

      If I took into consideration the location where we entered the forest, if we carried on much further east with this trail, we’d ride right past Elothrien. But, I was also not entirely sure how far down we’d come ~ maybe this path had to double back to reach the city.

      In the afternoon, the path turned south, again, and my head tried a hundred different calculations to figure out where we were. Many of those who travelled with us tried and failed to solve the conundrum, too.

      As evening approached, we decided to ride for another hour and make the best of what little light there was left, when the wolves that ran ahead came running back to us.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked Thomas, who leaned down from his horse to listen to the excited yaps of the wolves.

      “The path is gone,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The path ends up ahead. There is nowhere to go.”
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      The rebel army came up behind us like a caterpillar moving its individual body parts forward in its undulating motion, expanding and contracting, its many feet shuffling, until they finally come to rest, and the long beast stood still.

      “There is magic here,” Arianna said as we stared at the green wall of the forest before us.

      If only the rebel army were a caterpillar, then they could eat through this magic wall of the forest, and we could be on our way.

      “How thick is this blockage?” I asked. “Could we not cut through it?”

      Thomas shook his head. “Hank says they haven’t yet found the road on the other side.”

      If the dark elves blocked off this road with magic, I could only assume they did not want us to go this way. They had learned their lessons and made sure we could not sneak up on them anymore.

      “It will be dark, soon,” Dean said. “We should make camp now, while there is still light.”

      “I agree,” Damon grumbled, “but let’s move back from this darned wall.”

      Even I could agree on that ~ the magic that vibrated off it hummed through my body and set my moon magic on edge.

      To get two thousand bodies to turn a hundred and eighty degrees, and then march the other way, took longer than I would have liked ~ we were indeed a great big caterpillar moving through this forest.

      We moved a mile away from the end in the road and then set up camp. By then, dusk had already settled over the forest, and as the warriors spread out into the trees, they quickly lit their fires.

      It hadn’t been long since the rebel army, the shifter packs, and the satyr clans had come together, but I already saw a camaraderie developing between them.

      “The packs have never been happier,” Dean said when I asked him about it. “We adapt well, but we were never meant to work in office buildings and get stuck in traffic. A wolf needs his freedom.”

      A heaviness settled within me ~ what if I couldn’t live up to the promises I made to them? Even if we returned the moonstones to Draeguard, I either had to convince my father to change the old laws or go ahead with overthrowing his rule so I could become queen.

      I smiled at Dean now as he rose to join his pack around their fire. They were happy for now, and I should concentrate on the moonstones. Another day had passed, and we weren’t any closer.

      “Hey.”

      Thomas came up behind me and draped a blanket over my shoulders.

      “Hey,” I replied.

      “You look tired. Tea is almost ready.”

      Thomas sat beside me, and we watched the three witches hover around the fire brewing tea. They always had so much to talk about, and I wished it were another time and place so I could be with them to share in all their knowledge.

      Damon sat opposite us, listening to the witches, sometimes commenting, but his eyes always returned to me. His handsome face was creased with worry, and he often raked his hands through his dark hair.

      This hadn’t been Damon’s fight. All he had wanted was for the torment of the people to end, for the fae king to step down or step up. Then I had come along, and commandeered his ragtag army, and drawn him into something far worse.

      Yet, he had stood beside me, unwavering, unquestioning. We had a pact, but the way he looked at me was not based on a promise. There was something else that bound us together, and that kept drawing my eyes to him.

      Thomas handed me my tea, and I sipped it slowly. Mint, chamomile, and honey ~ the warm liquid soothed me as it trickled down my throat. I thought I tasted a hint of something else, but with Arianna, I was never too sure what she put into my tea to make me feel better.

      I smiled at her now, and she nodded, smiling back.

      “Food won’t be long,” Arianna said, even as she put a new pot on the fire.

      We had five days. Tonight, and then just five more days. I almost wished we didn’t have an army, and we could move on through the night, and just keep going.

      “The fire that doesn’t burn,” Willa said, her voice oddly deep.

      We all looked over at her. Maude held Willa by the shoulders.

      “Bright flames that won’t burn,” Willa said as her eyes rolled back in her head.

      “What’s happening?” Thomas asked.

      “Shh,” Arianna shushed him.

      “Child of the forest.” Willa fell forward into Maude’s arms and clung to her.

      “She’s an oracle?” Arianna gasped.

      “Yes,” Maude sighed, “that’s why we are here. Dana is Willa’s charge.”

      Although I didn’t understand what that meant, my heart raced frantically as I stared between Maude and Arianna.

      “Willa foretold the prophecy?” Arianna gaped.

      “For a fae will rise and come to power, and she will break the ivory tower. A nation oppressed will find no rest until the last moon rises,” Willa said in a hushed voice.

      My stomach swooped wildly.

      “Her ancestor spoke the prophecy,” Maude said. “It was passed down through the generations, and the moment Dana triggered it, we came.”

      Good thing I was sitting already. My teacup shook in my hands. Thomas put his hand over mine, and the shaking stopped.

      “What is the child of the forest?” Arianna asked.

      “Most of what Willa speaks are disjointed flashes of her visions,” Maude answered. “Willa, can you tell us more?”

      Child of the forest

      I jumped up from my seat, sending the teacup flying across the fire. Thomas, who now had his arm around my shoulders, fell over backwards, and Damon shot to his feet, the orb in his staff glowing brightly.

      “Dana,” Thomas yelled.

      Come to me

      I stared at them all wide-eyed; my heart now racing even faster than it did a moment ago. Willa stirred and pushed herself upright.

      “Follow me,” I said.

      “Dana,” Thomas called again as he scrambled to his feet and ran after me.

      I didn’t wait to see if they all followed, but strode away from the fireplace, back onto the road, and walked along it in the dark towards the magical plant wall.

      Damon appeared beside me, and Lightbringer illuminated the road for us. Thomas settled to my right, and the witches followed behind.

      “Where are we going?” Willa asked.

      “To where the fire doesn’t burn,” I told her.

      Willa giggled like a little girl.

      “What did you see, Willa,” Maude asked.

      “That,” Willa pointed.

      The path ahead of us remained clear for as far as Lightbringer’s light penetrated. Damon raised the staff, but still, we saw nothing.

      I laid my hand on Damon’s arm. “Turn it off.”

      The witcher hesitated but then nodded. Darkness enveloped us like a heavy blanket; it pressed in on us, suffocating until the night-blooming flowers recovered from the bright light of the staff and shone in their whites and blues all around us.

      “It’s beautiful,” Willa whispered.

      “Here he comes,” I told them.

      A spark ignited in the darkness ahead. It flickered, and then grew into a flame, tall and thin. The yellow light drew the eyes, and around it, there was nothing but blackness.

      The colour changed as the flame broadened. Orange, flecked with red, took over and created a glowing halo around this single flame.

      Mesmerised, we stared, when with a sudden swoosh, the flame divided, and out of the one rose two magnificent fiery wings spread high; each feather its own flame, its own unique colour.

      The gryphon opened his eyes, and the brilliant, ruby-red was visible even against the backdrop of his fire, which now ran along his neck. The fire engulfed the feathers on his neck, ate its way up to his eagle head, and then danced along his head ~ like a crown, like the king of the forest that he was.

      “The fire that does not burn,” Willa whispered in awe.

      “Show-off,” Thomas mumbled under his breath.

      I left them standing there and approached the gryphon. His light blinded me, but there was no heat. He lowered his head to look at me.

      You came back

      “My business is unfinished.”

      Mine is getting worse

      “I have found the reason for your problem.”

      The gryphon flapped his wings, and I heard gasps behind me.

      Can you heal it?

      “I can, master of the forest.”

      I will be forever in your debt

      “Not forever,” I said, “but I need your help, now.”

      The gryphon inclined his head, and his flames went out. We stood in the dark for a moment before the night blooms around us gave off enough light to see by.

      What do you need?

      “We have not been able to retrieve what is ours from the elves, and now we only have five more days to do so. My army is lost, and this road has been blocked off by magic. We need a guide to Elothrien.”

      Very well

      Follow me

      “Gryphon, my army is large and doesn’t move well at night.”

      So I have seen, child of the forest

      He gazed off into the distance.

      It is like a hungry caterpillar eating its way through my lands

      I gaped at him.

      We can leave when the birds awake

      Be ready

      “Thank you, king of the forest.”

      The gryphon bowed his head, looked past me at the others, and then vanished into the darkness between the trees.

      I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face as Thomas ran towards me. When he saw, he smiled back, and I threw my arms around his neck.

      “What did he say?” he asked.

      “Let’s tell everyone.” I dragged him back to the others.

      “Magnificent,” Maude said when we reached them.

      “He is, isn’t he?” I replied. “And, he has agreed to help us.”

      Maude gasped. “He spoke to you?”

      “Maude,” Willa elbowed her in the ribs, “she’s the child of the forest.”

      “Oh.”

      “He will come before sunrise tomorrow to lead us to Elothrien. We need to be ready when he comes.”

      Arianna, who had seen this all before, just nodded, but Damon looked at me in a way I could not fathom. He kept his eyes guarded, and although he would not leave me out of his sight, he stood back, reserved.

      We went back to camp, and we spread the word. It would be a comfortable night in the forest, with good hours of sleep, for it was still early, knowing the gryphon was out there, watching over us.

      Once the camp settled down for sleep, I spent another hour walking between the trees and spreading my silvery healing magic wherever it was needed.

      I knew that once we eradicated black magic from this forest, the plant rot would stop, but it wouldn’t heal those plants already affected. I would need to spend several months here, doing what I promised.

      “You should get some sleep.”

      My magic ended abruptly as my heart jumped into my throat.

      “Damon, you gave me a fright.”

      “I didn’t mean to.” He smiled ruefully. “Come, you need to rest, too.”

      His blue eyes glinted darkly in the low light of the night blossoms, and the concern in his tone squeezed my heart. When he held out his hand, I took it.

      We walked back to camp through that dark forest without Damon lighting his staff, and when we reached our low-burning fire, Thomas was awake, sitting cross-legged in front of it.

      By the time I noticed, Damon had already guided me to my tent, and it was too late to remove my hand from his.

      “Good night, Princess,” Damon said, before going to his tent.

      Should I confront this now, or did it even matter? After all, nothing had happened. Why was I even worried? Thomas and I had spoken about this. That which I had feared would happen with the witcher had not happened, so this should not be a problem.

      I decided to leave it and go to sleep. Confronting Thomas about my feelings was not my strong point, so I knew it was the coward’s way out, but I had bigger problems, and I did need the rest.

      The night passed as blissfully uneventful as I had imagined it would. The camp stirred into activity before the first morning birds trilled their first songs, and everyone ate a cold breakfast on the go.

      “Happy birthday, my dear,” Maude said affectionately as we all gathered by our horses.

      Willa, wearing a scarf around her greying hair, instead of her hat, blushed. “You remembered.”

      “Have I ever forgotten? Here.” Maude handed her a small, cloth-wrapped parcel.

      “What is it?” Willa took it and unwound the cloth. When faded purple leather peeked through, her face dropped. “The book of Araphanel. Where did you get it?”

      “It is a present, Willa,” Maude said, “I cannot tell you where I got it.”

      Willa hugged the purple witch’s book to her chest, then hugged Maude, and then securely stashed the book in her pony’s saddlebags.

      Maude turned to me and winked. I was glad the surprise had gone well, but I felt so much better for not having the book within my own bag, anymore.

      Are you ready?

      “The gryphon is here,” I told everyone. “We need to leave.”

      Thomas said nothing about seeing Damon and me last night, but the tension between the two men annoyed me.

      I rode ahead of both of them to meet the gryphon on the road, and when I got there, Blaze snorted and shuffled his wings, then spread them in a full display.

      The gryphon came towards us, uttered a low screech, shuffled his wings, and then spread them in a wide display.

      The two winged creatures danced around each other like long-lost friends, and I was just a bystander as I held on to Blaze’s mane while they completed their ritual.

      “I guess you know each other,” I laughed.

      The pegasus is pure of heart

      The gryphon led the way along the forest road back the way we’d come, and the rebel army fell in line behind us. I worried about going backwards, but I trusted the gryphon to lead us true.

      By the time the sun crested the horizon, we’d already travelled five miles.

      This way

      We took a turning to the left which I know had not been there yesterday. Even though it was overgrown with tall grasses and small ferns, we wouldn’t have missed it.

      The further we went along this path, the more disused it looked to me. Whoever had made this road had not used it in a very long time. Just as it had yesterday, this part of the forest eased my worries, and I caught myself smiling often.

      “What part of Raven Hall is this?” I asked the gryphon.

      These are the holy lands

      “The holy lands?”

      It is where the animals come to die

      Where the animals come to give birth

      Where the lost come to pray

      The elves used to come here a long time ago, but they no longer do

      A gentle, pleasant shudder washed over me. This felt right; like I belonged here. Blaze snorted, and I wondered if he felt it, too.

      Midday passed uneventfully as we stopped to let everyone eat and rest. The gryphon retold me his glib about the caterpillar when the horses grazed on the lush grass of the trail during our noontime rest.

      Insects fluttered on the trail ahead of us within the hazy afternoon rays of light shining through the canopy of the trees as we progressed through the forest.

      I knew that the peace within me was a result of the forest around me, but I enjoyed it for the moment. The gryphon took us the fastest way he knew, and I could not make our ‘caterpillar’ march any faster.

      “We should make camp, soon,” Damon said when the afternoon turned towards evening.

      There is a place to rest up ahead

      “It’s not much further. There’s a place where we’ll be able to make camp.”

      Damon looked at me with that unfathomable look again, before he nodded and passed the information down the line to the others.

      A mile further on, we passed a road that joined ours from the right. It was as overgrown and disused as the one we travelled on. Another half a mile further and a road joined from the left.

      Once, this area must have been a hub of activity but then fallen into disuse. We came to a crossroads but carried on straight with our road.

      We only had about half an hour of daylight left when we reached a massive clearing ~ all our army would be able to camp within it tonight.

      In the centre of this clearing stood a ring of stones; they looked like tables built for giants ~ two uprights and a slab going across. There were twelve of these ‘tables.’

      The gryphon stepped into the vast open space, and we followed, when Willa suddenly gasped.

      “Willa, what’s wrong?” Maude asked, leaning across from her pony to hold her friend’s arm.

      Willa pointed with her free hand to the other side of the clearing.

      “The ivory tower.”
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      As dusk settled over the clearing, we looked across to where Willa pointed with a shaking hand.

      All sound ceased around me, and all I heard was the beating of my heart within my chest. A strange pull tugged on my stomach and turned it inside out. I grabbed onto Blaze’s mane to steady me.

      There, in the ethereal half-light of when day turns to evening, stood the ivory tower, nestled within a cluster of giant redwoods matching it in height.

      The hazy quality of the light gave the ivory a ghostly appearance, and the windows stared back at us as dark holes…glaring.

      “For a fae will rise and come to power, and she will break the ivory tower.”

      “Willa,” Maude scolded, “not now.”

      “It’s alright,” I said weakly. “Let’s make camp.”

      The rebels poured into the glade, and spread out. They set up tents, lit fires, and hobbled their horses so they could feed on the lush grasses on the verge of the treeline.

      The gryphon left us for the night to wander the forest as he always did, and we rode on towards the centre and the ring of stones.

      Thomas and Damon, for once in agreement it would be best not to upset me, worked together to set up our tents within the inner circle of the granite tables.

      The three women built a fire next to the central altar, while I brushed down our horses. It relaxed me and, for the most part, stopped me from looking over at the tower.

      Ever since I’d heard the prophecy for the first time, I had thought the ivory tower to be a symbol. Something that represented strength ~ like my father, and his kingship.

      For a fae would rise and come to power ~ that would be me, and break the ivory tower ~ oust my father, and take over as queen. A nation oppressed will find no rest until the last moon rises ~ all the people who had suffered under the fae reign, and now the dark elves, would find no rest unless I succeeded when the last moon rose ~ the moonclaven.

      In my head, this had always made sense. Even the prophecy as the shifters told it, made logical sense.

      A fae will rise above all fae and claim the wolves as alpha ~ I had done that. She will lead them into death and glory ~ okay, I didn’t like this one, but in battle, some warriors had to die; in a world as new as morning ~ and this gave me hope, for it meant we would succeed.

      Blaze nudged me, and I realised I had been staring at the ivory tower, which had an almost luminescent sheen to it now that darkness had settled over the forest.

      The tower sat so far back from the clearing that the glow couldn’t have been from the fires of the camp ~ or, could it?

      Blaze nudged me again. I looked up into his face, and his big eyes reflected the fire behind us.

      “Alright,” I whispered.

      The stallion knelt, and I quickly swung my leg over his back. Everyone was so occupied with what they were doing, that they didn’t notice me riding away from our camp.

      Once we’d woven our way between all the tents and reached the outskirts of the clearing, Blaze moved into a canter, and we travelled the quarter circle around to the tower.

      From the edge of the glade, a treeless space fifty yards wide and two hundred long led to the tower. Grasses and wildflowers reached up to my feet as I rode towards it.

      This was a mixed forest, with both coniferous trees and broad-leaved trees, but this alley leading up to the tower had been planted deliberately with giant redwoods reaching a height of two hundred feet or more.

      More giant redwoods surrounded the ivory tower, and either these were planted earlier than the others, or were planted as larger trees, for these giants stood as tall as the tower which I guessed to be at least three hundred and fifty feet.

      Goosebumps rose on my skin as we walked slowly along the centre of the dark passage. The sounds of the camp behind me faded, and my vision filled with the faint sheen of the ivory.

      Was it the moon? I looked into the sky ~ in five nights from tonight the moon would be full…and it would align with the planets. Right now, though, I couldn’t even see it.

      What made the tower glow? My heart raced as we neared. Blaze snorted, but in a calming way ~ if he trusted the tower, then so could I.

      The alley opened up into another meadow, wherein stood a round marble platform; twelve steps led up to it all around. The tower stood in its centre, at least a hundred feet wide, with a single arched entrance, and windows led all the way to the top.

      Blaze didn’t stop but took those marble stairs to the top of the platform, and there we stood, staring up at the massive beacon before us.

      Vertigo gripped me, and I clamped my knees tightly on the stallion’s back and quickly looked down, again.

      “Okay, let’s not do that.”

      Blaze snorted in agreement.

      I swung my legs over and jumped off the stallion’s back. He nudged me and urged me forwards. Hesitantly, I approached the entrance, which gaped black and foreboding.

      A low pulsing, almost like a heartbeat, but incredibly faint, emanated from the tower, but I sensed no malice. I stepped into the darkness.

      Or, so I thought. Within, pearly light reflected off the ivory walls, and the hum of power I sensed now enveloped me, caressed me.

      “I am here,” I whispered.

      An ivory staircase hugged the outer wall and curled its way to the top of the tower. A giant redwood log ran through the centre and all the supports and levels for the tower connected to this.

      Runes and symbols decorated the walls, and carvings of plants and animals graced the central log. Ancient lanterns hung from hooks in the ceiling on this ground level.

      Once, this tower had been a place to worship. Now, it was almost dead. I fell to my knees as it showed me how people had stopped coming, had stopped believing.

      The ancient magic was once powerful, but without someone to believe in it, it served no purpose. It had its time and place; now it was over.

      I looked up as the pulse intensified around me. It urged me back to my feet, and my heart thudded in my chest as I approached a wall with my outstretched hands.

      The moment my palms connected, the ivory where I touched it glowed bright white. I got a fright and yanked my hands away, but instead nearly dislocated my shoulders ~ my hands were stuck to the wall.

      “Blaze,” I yelled as I struggled to free myself.

      The stallion ducked his head through the entrance and looked at me with soft eyes. He nodded his head; the same motion he made when he nudged me.

      I took a deep breath and held still.

      The pulsating power of the tower travelled in soft pearlescent waves along its walls. It came from every part of it to converge on my hands, and I gasped for breath as it flowed up my arms and into me.

      My body vibrated with the tower’s energy, and I thought I might explode, but I could not let go. The pulse became me, the light became me, the hum became me.

      Then, the light slowly faded. The last of the tower’s life, its magic, its power, it had given it all to me. As I took my hands from the wall, the ivory tower stood dark, for ‘she will break the ivory tower.’

      I stumbled backwards and stared around me with wide eyes. Total blackness surrounded me, but my skin shone with a pearlescent sheen.

      Blaze snorted in the entrance, and I took a couple of deep breaths. The glow faded as my body absorbed the rest of the energy, and I staggered towards the door.

      “Come, boy,” I said to Blaze, my voice quivering.

      We left the dead tower behind us and rode back to camp in the dark; although out in the open, there was enough light from the moon to see by.

      Half-way back to the clearing, Blaze flicked his head, but then carried on walking. I patted his neck and wondered what upset him.

      “You are the most extraordinary woman I have ever met.”

      Damon urged his horse out of the darkness between the trees to our left and fell in beside us; a look of wonder on his dark features.

      “You startled me.”

      “Blaze let you know I was there.”

      I looked down at my hands.

      “Everyone is looking for you,” Damon said. “You should let them know before you sneak off. Less panic.” He grinned.

      “It doesn’t seem to bother you.”

      “I knew where you were.” He shrugged his shoulders.

      “You didn’t tell them?”

      Damon chuckled. “No, or you wouldn’t have had your time with the tower, and I would not have been able to watch.”

      “You saw?” I gaped at him.

      “Only from afar. I saw you go in, and then the tower pulsated in dull light before it went dark, and you came back out.”

      “Oh,” I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want anyone to have witnessed me taking the life of that beautiful tower.

      “Come, my Queen,” Damon said, “we better get back.”

      I looked across at him. Queen? His tone had gone from playful to serious in a matter of seconds, and it set my heart aflutter.
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      It was a fresh morning when the gryphon led us away from the clearing, and it soon started to drizzle.

      The rain suited me fine, for it was a fitting accompaniment for my mood. I rode up ahead next to the gryphon, with Damon riding behind us. Thomas rode beside the witches, and the rebels followed.

      After last night, I was in no mood to talk to anyone. I was neither a possession, nor a child, and I did not take kindly to be treated as either.

      I understood that Thomas and Arianna cared for me, but then they should choose their words before they spoke them.

      “You can’t just run off like that.” “I am your mother now.” “You need to listen to me.” “Don’t you have any sense?”

      Urgh, maybe mothers said things like that when they were worried, but after everything we’d been through, I really didn’t feel like being berated.

      And, Thomas, of course, he had been worried about what happened to me, where I’d gone to, but once he saw me return with Damon, that became his focal point.

      “I know what you said, but I don’t know if I can do this.” “You said you are mine.” “We are supposed to be together.” “What happened between you two?”

      I pulled the hood of my green coat further down over my face and pulled the edges of it to cover my knees. The gryphon shook himself and shuffled his feathers, to dislodge excess water off his body.

      We trudged along over the ever muddier path, but we made good progress throughout the day ~ the gryphon said we’d reach Elothrien with a day to spare if we kept to this pace.

      I’d hoped we were closer to the fabled city and wondered why the light elves had chosen that entrance to the enchanted part of Raven Hall. Maybe, it was the only one they could find.

      Where were they now? I hoped never to meet Elgar of Erinvale again, or any of the other light elves. High elves of Astraea they called themselves ~ the select few that restored order.

      The trees around us drooped heavy with water, and the forest still dripped even when we made camp that night. It took some skill to get the fires going and then to keep them burning with most of the wood so wet.

      I sat quietly within the entrance of my tent, for it was the only dry place, and sipped my tea. It brought some warmth back into my body, and I savoured every sip ~ Arianna had put in special effort tonight.

      “I’m sorry, Dana,” Thomas said, standing next to the tent and looking very much like a wet puppy.

      I shuffled over and patted the space beside me. “So am I.”

      Thomas sat down within the relative warmth of my tent, and we sat in companionable silence for a while. It didn’t matter that we didn’t have anything to say; for sometimes, all you needed, was each other.

      When we continued in the morning, clouds hung low over the forest, but the rain held off. Thomas and Damon rode beside me again, even if they didn’t speak to each other.

      Arianna and I had made up, and for now, all was right with the world. Except…the knowledge that I had absorbed the ivory tower’s power, and I didn’t know what it was doing to me.

      My moon magic coursed through my body like it always did, but this natural magic I had absorbed now bonded with it, changed it, moulded it.

      Whenever a particularly strong surge unnerved me, I put a palm on Blaze’s neck, and he would reassure me all was well by blowing gently through his nose.

      We are not alone

      “What do you mean?”

      There are riders in my forest, coming our way

      “How far?”

      Half a day

      “Who are they?”

      Thomas and Damon looked from me to the gryphon.

      Elves, the other kind

      My heart skipped a beat. “There are light elves headed our way,” I translated. “Half a day’s ride.”

      “How many?” Damon asked.

      Twelve

      “The gryphon says twelve.”

      “Oh no,” Maude said behind us. “How are we going to fight so many?”

      “What do we do?” Willa asked.

      I turned to the gryphon. “Can you tell us more? Are they coming for us? Are they in a hurry?”

      I cannot read their intentions

      They are riding like the wind

      “The light elves must have discovered us,” I told the others. “They are rushing to get here.”

      “Alright,” Damon said, “let’s make camp here, then entrench ourselves a mile ahead. We’ll meet them when they come. We’ll be ready.”

      We all nodded grimly, then went to our tasks. The gryphon left, and it was the first time I saw him fly. He spread his great wings, jumped into the air, and then soared off above the forest.

      Our rebel army went off the road and spread out within the shelter of the trees. We set up tents, tethered the pack horses, stashed our provisions, and clad ourselves in our armour.

      Looking more like warriors than two thousand homeless people, we went back to the road and continued on our way.

      The afternoon sun broke through the cloud cover for the first time in two days, and it glinted off shields, and swords, and helmets in a spectacular display.

      Once the rear of our army was a mile from the camp, we stopped and then fanned out into the forest. They stood twenty deep behind us and fifty wide on either side of us.

      Thomas went to stand by his father’s pack, for I did not want him up front with me where he would be in direct contact with the elves.

      I stood up front in the centre of the path, with Arianna and Damon flanking me. Maude and Willa stood on either side of us up on the verge of the road.

      The hours had passed, but even though the road ahead of us ran straight for at least a mile, we saw no sign of the elves.

      “Please,” I said to Damon to distract me, “tell me about your family, and the connection to the light elves.”

      Everyone looked at Damon, but he didn’t seem to mind the attention.

      “As with Willa, it was passed down to me through the generations. Wiltera had a ‘lightkeeper’ since it was established, and that position naturally fell to the protectors.”

      “The protectors?” I asked.

      “Also us,” Damon said. “For as long back as our history goes, our family has guarded that which needed protecting. These things would come to us of their own accord, like Blaze, and we would keep them safe until it was no longer necessary.”

      “So, as a lightkeeper, you had no choice but to introduce me to Elgar when he asked you to?” I asked.

      “I am not proud of that,” Damon grumbled. “I had no idea.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I reached out to put my hand on his when a screech overhead startled us.

      The gryphon circled, then sailed along the road, and came in to land in front of us.

      The twelve are around the next bend

      The dark elves five thousand strong march barely a day behind
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      No, it couldn’t be. Why would the dark elves be marching this way? Were they pursuing the light elves because they had tried to get into Elothrien?

      It made no sense, though, to send an army of five thousand after twelve riders.

      “What now?” I asked Damon after I had explained the situation to everyone.

      “We’ll have to worry about the dark elves later,” Damon replied, “for those light elves will be upon us shortly.”

      The threat of danger sent a surge of magic through my blood, and my body tingled all over. When I thought of the light elves, I remembered what happened the last time I’d faced them.

      Strangely, I no longer wanted to kill them. We needed them alive and for them to tell us what they knew about the dark elves’ plans for the moonstones.

      “I don’t like this,” Arianna said.

      “None of us do,” Damon grumbled.

      “I don’t think the dark elves are chasing them,” Arianna continued. “Something else is going on here that we happened to get into the middle of.”

      “Do you think we should get out of their way?” Damon asked.

      “It may be too late for that, but I would have considered it an option. We cannot afford any more delays.”

      “I agree,” I said. “Let’s deal with the light elves and then get off this road. We’ll ask the gryphon to guide us around the dark elven army, and then we carry on our way.”

      Everyone nodded grimly. After a glance behind us at our people, we rode forward to meet the light elves. We wanted to be at least a mile up the road, so no stray magic fell towards our army.

      Here they come

      “Be ready,” I advised them.

      Although the afternoon sun had melted away most of the clouds, much of the road ahead remained within the shadows of the trees. We strained our eyes, but it was a while before we saw the elves the gryphon warned about.

      As horses could not maintain a gallop for long, for the gryphon had said they were riding like the wind, the elves now trotted their horses sedately down the trail.

      We stood fast and waited. Within a moment of us seeing them, they noticed us. The elves reined in their horses to a walk, and even at this distance, we thought they argued with each other.

      Still a hundred yards away, they reined their horses to a stop. A sudden lightheadedness overcame me, and I blinked several times to steady my vision.

      “Dana, are you alright?” Damon asked.

      “They have the moonstones,” I gasped.

      “What?”

      The hollowness within me welled up so strongly, I fell forward, and there I clung to Blaze’s neck, retching up the little I’d eaten.

      “Dana,” Arianna called.

      They all broke formation and gathered around me. Arianna got off her horse to stand beside me. She wiped my mouth and gave me a sip out of one of her flasks. I felt better.

      “They are doing something,” Maude warned.

      We all looked up. The elves came towards us.

      “Arianna, quickly,” Damon urged, and Arianna remounted her horse.

      “Mind the magic of their tongue,” I warned them, even though I didn’t know if that was a type of magic they could all do.

      Blaze laid his ears flat against his head as the elves came to a stop in front of us. Elgar of Erinvale and three others rode in front, then another four, and another four.

      “Princess Dana.”

      A shudder snaked its way down my spine; I had not missed that voice.

      “I have been advised of your actions against my fellow high elves within the woods the other day. It is as I feared, and I am glad we stepped in when we did. You are not fit to be anywhere near these stones, and if you do not let us pass, you will doom us all.”

      My throat constricted, and no air would pass through. Nausea roiled within my stomach, and my fingers knotted through Blaze’s thick mane.

      Breathe, I told myself. Blaze threw his head and uttered a shrill whinny. The sound vibrated through me and set me free. I took a deep breath.

      “You shall not pass here today,” I told the elf.

      Elgar’s eyes widened. The petite elf with the white-blonde hair beside him whispered, “It’s the pegasus.”

      “You are as foolish as you are naive, little princess,” Elgar said. “The dark elves are coming, and we only have this one chance.”

      One chance? What was he talking about?

      “Give us the moonstones, and the problem is no longer yours,” I replied.

      “Pah,” he spat, “you have already shown you cannot be trusted.”

      The tightness around my throat returned. When Damon looked at me out of the corner of his eyes, I knew he felt it, too.

      I forced my words out between my teeth, “It is you who cannot be trusted.”

      Elgar laughed; a beautiful, bell-like sound. “What makes you say that, Princess?”

      “You use black magic and have tried to kill us several times.”

      His face fell. “No, you must be mistaken. We only have your best interest at heart. Wiltera cannot survive under a dark elven rule brought about by the moonclaven. We are here to stop that.”

      For once, I agreed with him ~ the dark elves needed to be stopped. Just not by them.

      Beside me, Damon and the witches stirred as they shrugged free from the thrall of the light elf’s voice. The witcher’s face was red with anger.

      “Then, why attack Dana?” Damon asked. “Why not include her in your quest?”

      I thought Elgar wouldn’t answer, but then the childlike elf with the white-blonde hair beside him spoke.

      “She was found unworthy,” the she-elf said. “Weak of mind, weak of spirit, and weak of body, she failed to prove to us full control over her moon magic. She let the dark side take over, let the killing give her pleasure, and let the black magic eat into her heart.”

      Although this wisp of an elf lacked Elgar’s talent with the voice, her remarks cut deep. All of it was true. I cringed when she continued.

      “We only did what needed to be done for such as she cannot hold the stones for herself. If you value your country, stand aside and let us pass. The dark elves will not hesitate to cut us all down.”

      My chest deflated as I saw the logic in her words, but my stubbornness raised its head. Yes, the dark side of the moon magic had warred with me, and yes, I had killed and enjoyed the power. I had even let the black magic get the better of me, but I had always found my way back.

      Damon urged his horse a step forward and looked down on the little elf. “Dana has more heart than you will ever have. Every victory she has won, she has done so because of the love she has for her people. I know no other more worthy of leading this country than her.”

      Elgar wedged himself between Damon and his companion. “Then you are as great a fool as her. Now let us pass.”

      The demand in Elgar’s voice cowed us, and we shrank back. Blaze shook his head and bared his teeth.

      “Enough,” I yelled and threw open my coat to spread my arms wide.

      The elves in front of me gasped.

      “Dana,” Damon whispered.

      Even the witches stared, the elves momentarily forgotten, as my magic pulsed from me in beautiful pearlescent blue waves.

      “Give me the stones,” I demanded.

      The elves recovered quickly, and the other two beside Elgar sent several spells directly at us, before they all turned their horses into the forest to flee.

      Already pulsing with magic, I pushed it out and formed a shield. It covered us, and the elves’ spells bounced harmlessly off it. Once we were safe, I closed my coat over my armour.

      “After them,” I shouted.

      We dashed into the trees, but soon lost sight of the high elves.

      “Gryphon, are you there?”

      I tried several times as we wound our way through the forest. Damon followed their spoor easily enough, but it would be night soon, and then we’d be lost.

      “We haven’t travelled far from the road,” Maude said. “Look.”

      A distance to our right, we saw three wolves. They stood in a row, staring at us. I waved, and they came running.

      “I need two of you to help us track the light elves, and one of you to go back to the others to let them know what happened to us, can you do that?” I asked the shifters when they reached us.

      They agreed.

      “But, warn them, the dark elves will be here by tomorrow. Get everyone to retreat and fall back the way we came. May the Goddess be with you. We will join you as soon as we can.”

      My heart bled as I sent the lone wolf off with his message, but there was no other way ~ I could not let the light elves get away with the moonstones.

      We followed the other two wolves after the elves. The trail led parallel to the road and after several miles, joined up with it. Even once it was dark, the elves did not stop.

      “Their horses must be exhausted,” Damon commented.

      “Do you think they will rest for the night?” I asked.

      “I can’t see how they could keep going. Our animals have kept to a slow pace all day, and only sustained speed during this chase, and they are tired now. The elves horses have been ridden hard all day.”

      “It’s their black magic,” Maude said. “It keeps their horses going.”

      Willa sniffed. “But they will die when the elves are finished with them.”

      “It’s no use,” Damon grumbled and reined his stallion down to a walk. “We have to give them a break.”

      The two ponies were lathered in sweat and walked with their heads hanging down to the ground.

      “Where do you think they are going?” Arianna asked.

      “They are probably trying to get back,” Damon said. “Maybe they are trying to take the stones to Astraea with them.”

      My heart skipped a beat; I could not let that happen. “Maybe I can help our horses,” I said, “but it would only be for a day, or so, and they would need to rest after.”

      “We trust you, Dana,” Willa said. “Do what you must.”

      I nodded, then turned to the wolves. “Can one of you run back? Tell the rebels to fall back to the big clearing with the stones where we made camp two nights ago. Hopefully, the dark elves won’t follow them there. We will meet them there as soon as we can.”

      The wolf loped off, and I concentrated. This strange new magic coursed through me ~ so warm, so powerful ~ and I let it wash over the horses, flow into their veins, and pump through their hearts.

      Blaze snorted and stamped his feet. The others nickered excitedly and shook their heads.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We galloped on through the dark forest with our wolf as our guide. Through the night we rode; at times barely clinging to our horses as fatigue set in.

      The gryphon joined us on our chase an hour before sunrise the next morning.

      Your people are marching, and the dark elves are still half a day behind

      It was good to know that at least Thomas and the army were safe, for now. If only we knew where the dark elves were headed ~ we’d seen four roads that led off this one, all in different directions.

      The way wore on relentlessly, and I extended my magic to flow to the wolf and the gryphon, and over us, too. While this magic coursed through me, my body vibrated with strength and power.

      Evening finally set over the forest, and the sunken eyes, blank stares, and shaking hands broke my heart.

      “Let’s rest for a while,” I said.

      “No,” Damon protested.

      “Dana, we can’t,” Arianna agreed.

      “You can, and you will.” I eased up on the magic, and the horses slowed to a walk. “Blaze and the gryphon will fly ahead. We will spy on the elves while you rest.”

      Damon ground his jaw but said nothing. The witches were too tired to protest. Everyone got off their horses and led them off the road. The wolf sat down in the grass.

      Blaze spread his glossy black wings. I shuffled forward on his back to give him more space, then held on firmly to his mane as he jumped into the air.

      The gryphon rose beside me into the ever-darkening evening, and we flew high over the trees and away over the forest.

      I could not see the road below me, but the gryphon was connected to this forest in a way I could never understand. He sensed the land and the creatures within it.

      They are below us

      We didn’t dare get too close to them, but the gryphon had another plan. While I stayed airborne, he landed within the forest ahead of the elves. It didn’t take long, and the gryphon was back with news.

      Magic has limits

      Animals have limits

      Elves are pushing both

      They are moving slowly now

      My magic surged within me. The elves were so close ~ I could take them. What would I have to do to win against twelve black magic users? Whatever it took, even if I had to use black magic myself.

      My knees clamped tightly against Blaze’s sides, and I urged him down towards the canopy. When his head came up violently, and he rose higher, I nearly lost my balance.

      “What are you doing?” I yelled against the wind.

      Blaze screamed into the night.

      “Go down there.”

      The gryphon flew past us at top speed; his left wing smacked me painfully against the head.

      “What…”

      Blaze screamed again and then followed the gryphon back the way we’d come. I held on as the two creatures raced each other twisting, and diving, at top speed.

      By the time they landed, my legs shook so much that I collapsed on the ground the moment I got off the pegasus’ back.

      “Dana, what happened?” Damon was instantly by my side.

      “Nothing,” I sulked. I wasn’t going to tell anyone I got lectured by a gryphon and a pegasus about my use of magic.

      “The elves are resting their horses. This is our chance to catch up,” I said instead. “Are you ready to ride, again?”

      Once more steady on my feet, I let my magic give energy to our group, and we took off at a fast canter, which we sustained all through the night.

      As morning dawned, we stopped for a brief interval, for all of us were still living creatures with needs, and then we were off, again. We rode through the day, and the forest passed on either side of us like a green curtain we no longer saw.

      The others will reach the holy grounds before the sun sets

      “How far behind them are we?” I asked.

      The gryphon cocked his head.

      Less than a quarter day

      It dawned on me then that the gryphon didn’t have a concept of time in hours and minutes like we did, and he was as accurate as he could with the words he used to communicate with me.

      “Thank you,” I said to him, then told the others, “We’re about two hours behind the elves, who should reach the ivory tower before sunset.”

      “Then let us hope they rest their horses there again and give us a chance to catch up some more,” Damon said.

      I fervently hoped so, too, for this magic that sustained our horses could not do so for much longer.

      The power that had resided within the ivory tower had been entirely natural, so assisting the animals the way I did now would not harm them the way the black magic harmed the light elves’ horses, but there was only so much they could take.

      The shadows of the afternoon grew longer, and another worry grew inside of me. Tomorrow was the day of the moonclaven. The stones were no longer in possession of the dark elves, so that threat had passed.

      Yet…my stomach roiled at not knowing at all what the light elves’ planned to do with the moonstones. If we could not catch them before they left the enchanted part of Raven Hall, and they left Wiltera, how would we ever find them after that?

      The holy grounds are up ahead

      We slowed our horses to a trot. The sun had set, but the moon had not yet risen. The path lay before us in darkness.

      “Are the elves there?” I asked the gryphon.

      They are

      “The elves are at the holy grounds,” I told the others.

      “We caught up with them,” Arianna gasped in astonishment.

      “Break the ivory tower,” Willa mumbled under her breath.

      I stared at her. Did she know?

      “Let’s get off the path,” Damon ordered. “Gryphon, can you get us close?”

      The gryphon inclined his head and led the way. We followed him between the trees through the dark in single file, and the closer we got to the holy grounds, the faster my heart beat in my chest.

      “Let’s get off our horses here,” Damon whispered. “We’ll walk the rest of the way.”

      We saw no campfire, but the gryphon assured us the elves remained by the circle of stones. As we stepped out of the treeline and into the clearing, my heart stopped.

      No light lit the darkness, except the twelve moonstones placed on each of the twelve stone tables.
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      The moonstones glowed a brilliant pearlescent white as they sat atop their pedestals. I could not take my eyes off them.

      “Goddess, what have they done?” Arianna asked beside me.

      “Willa, Willa,” Maude whispered, as she caught her friend in her arms and laid her on the ground. “Willa.”

      My whole body tingled with magic, and I could not think about anything but the stones. They called to me, needed me, wanted me.

      “Dana, no.” Damon’s strong arms wrapped around me, and he pressed me to his body. “Don’t.”

      He turned me around and made me look at him. The glow from the moonstones reflected in his blue eyes. Damon held me close, and I leaned my cheek against his chest.

      “How is she?” Arianna asked Maude.

      “She fainted, but she will be alright.”

      “What do we do now?” I asked for I could not be trusted to make decisions right now.

      “The elves would not have left the stones there for our taking,” Damon said, and his voice vibrated in my ear. “There will be protection around the altar stones, or the elves are still here, or both.”

      “I am sure the elves are still here,” Arianna agreed. “The moonclaven is tomorrow night. They haven’t just come to take the stones; they intend to use them.”

      “For what?” I thought I was going to be sick.

      “Elgar said the ancients used the stones to make our worlds,” Damon said.

      Arianna looked shocked. “But, we’re already in Wiltera.”

      “I don’t think that’s it,” I disagreed. “It’s always about power, isn’t it? The dark elves wanted to rule, the light elves didn’t want me to rule, and now they are taking the rule for themselves.”

      Damon nodded. “So you think they are going to complete the same ritual the dark elves intended to perform?”

      “I do.”

      Maude and Arianna gasped. Willa stirred in Maude’s arms.

      Feeling stronger now that I no longer looked at the stones, I shrugged out of Damon’s embrace. He let me go without complaint.

      “Let us test their boundaries,” I said.

      I knelt and put my hands on Willa. She woke with a start but looked at me with bright eyes.

      “It’s time to hunt,” I told her.

      Twelve elves ~ now, their number made sense ~ to the five of us: two witches, a witcher, and two darkfae half-witches. What could go wrong?

      We circled the vast glade, but even as the moon rose and cast some light, we saw no sign of the elves. No trace of magic in the air gave away their position.

      “They wore themselves out getting here,” Arianna guessed.

      Their horses are dead

      The gryphon’s voice popped into my head, and I knew he’d found the horses about a mile from the clearing where the elves had dumped their worn-out bodies.

      The elves certainly used a lot of magic getting the stones here in time. I wondered how they managed to get them away from the dark elves, and I now worried that their army was, indeed, coming here.

      “Damon,” I grabbed him by the arm, “what about the dark elves? What if they’re coming here? They were only half a day behind our people the last time we checked.”

      My heart raced as I waited for Damon to reply. The women gathered close to us; their eyes big with concern.

      “I would say you are right, and the dark elves are probably marching this way,” Damon said with a sigh. “It would make sense to assume that even the dark elves wanted to use this place for their ritual, but the high elves stole the stones from them along the way.”

      “Then, let us get the stones before this night is out.” My magic surged through me, and I couldn’t help but look across the field to where the moonstones rested on their thrones of granite.

      A movement caught my eye ~ a dark shadow that obscured the brilliance of one of the stones only for a moment ~ but I had seen it.

      “The elves are by the circle,” I whispered.

      We crouched low and stepped out of the trees into the open. Arianna covered us in a concealment spell, for the open ground between the forest and the central henge was bright with the light from the nearly full moon.

      “Stop,” Elgar’s voice rang out across the massive glade. “If you value your life, do not come closer.”

      We hesitated as the magic of his voice washed over us. My magic surged up in anger, and it produced a soap-bubble-like shield around us, and his influence over us cut off.

      Arianna dropped her concealment spell to preserve her energy, and we continued on our way. We’d walked maybe another ten steps when Damon grabbed me roughly around the waist to pull me back.

      “Back, back,” he yelled at the others.

      Maude reacted too late. She took another step forwards and into the barrier Damon had sensed.

      Spidery veins showed in the air, darting into Maude’s skin, burning her. She screamed and struggled, but it would not let her go. The air smelled foul, and the sounds were worse.

      Damon grabbed Maude by her hips to pull her back, but the black magic took him, too.

      “Lilacs and baby’s breath, morning star red, wipe away your sorrow now, and remember your peace,” Willa and Arianna chanted in unison, their silvery and magenta magic flowing from their hands at the spidery magic wall.

      “Lilacs and baby’s breath, morning star red, wipe away your sorrow now, and remember your peace,” I mumbled and joined my magic with theirs.

      Damon’s screams mingled with Maude’s, and I chanted louder. The black veins around them hissed and crackled while our magic travelled along them, turning them silver, and magenta, and blue.

      Damon stopped struggling first, and he wound his arms around Maude in a tight hug and let himself fall backwards. They landed in the grass beside us, and both gasped for breath.

      The magic barrier flickered, and we chanted once more. Our colours spread along this web of black magic, and we stepped back as it grew to form a dome over the centre of the glade.

      Once our magic encompassed the entire dome, it dissolved it, and it just fizzled out beside us as we watched.

      “Maude, oh Goddess,” Willa knelt beside her.

      “I’m alright,” Maude said weakly.

      Damon struggled into a sitting position and helped Maude up. Both had pinprick burns all along their arms and on their faces.

      “Here,” I said, “let me help.”

      “No,” Damon waved me off, “you can heal us later. Reserve your strength for them.”

      We all looked back towards the altar stones. The moonstones still sat untouched upon their pedestals.

      I helped Damon to his feet, and as he stood there, looking down at me, I thought about how close I had come to losing him. A tight fist closed around my heart, and I struggled to draw breath.

      “It’s alright, my Queen,” he whispered and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear.

      Arianna turned to us. “We need to be more careful,” she warned. “The elves could have several of these wards up between here and the centre, which is probably why they are not concerned with our presence.”

      “Let’s proceed with caution, then,” Damon agreed.

      We spread out and walked side by side, with me in the middle, Willa and Maude to my left, and Damon and Arianna to my right.

      The witcher heightened his senses to detect the magic before we encountered it, and it was within twenty yards that we came across the next barrier. Although no-one got hurt, it took us nearly two hours to discover its weakness, and then another half an hour to break it.

      The following barrier proved as complicated to understand, and then even more challenging to break, as was the next, and the next.

      The combined black magic of twelve high elves, drawing on the power of all twelve moonstones, made it impossible for us to get through to them.

      “They could have other hundreds of wards up between here and them,” Maude sighed around mid-morning.

      We sat on the grass, tired and thirsty, and looked across the three or four hundred yards that still separated us from the stones.

      “The moonclaven is tonight.” There was a quiver in my voice I could not suppress.

      “We need to rest,” Damon said. “Drink, eat, get some sleep. We’ll figure this out.”

      I nodded, not trusting my voice to speak, again.

      “Come,” he said gently, and I let Damon take my hand to help me up. “The elves aren’t going anywhere, and we’ll come back as soon as we’re stronger.”

      We circled the meadow around the outer edge of the last barrier and then went across to enter the forest where we’d left the horses. Blaze greeted us with an excited nicker, but the gryphon had left.

      “Let us move to the other side and make camp there,” Damon said. “If the dark elves arrive here before we get a chance to leave, we do not want to be in their direct path.”

      Our animals had recovered from their ordeal and stepped out willingly as we rode them into the clearing and circled around the left to join up with the road on the far side.

      The way took us past the passage to the dead tower, and I shuddered. Everyone looked at it, and I wished they didn’t.

      “And she will break the ivory tower,” Willa mumbled, again, but this time, they all heard her.

      “Willa, what does it mean?” Maude asked.

      “Huh?” Willa looked at her friend with big eyes.

      “What does it mean? About breaking the ivory tower?”

      My hands clasped Blaze’s mane in a white-knuckle grip. Would Willa tell them I stole the tower’s life force? What if I had broken it, and now it couldn’t help us against the elves?

      My heart raced as I stared at the ivory ghost in the distance. I’d done that.

      “It remains to be seen,” Willa replied, “as the prophecy unfolds.”

      “You oracles are all the same,” Maude complained and urged her pony to a trot to ride ahead.

      I took a deep breath and relaxed my hands.

      “Your secret will forever be safe with me.”

      Damon’s voice so close made me flinch. I turned, but Arianna and Willa still looked back at the tower.

      Our two stallions walked so close beside each other, Damon’s leg kept bumping into mine. When I looked across at him, the sun shone into his face, and his eyes sparkled a dazzling blue.

      All I wanted at that moment was to be held by him, to be safe in his arms, to know nothing could harm me. It was a feeling unlike anything else I had ever felt, and I wanted it more, now, than I had wanted anything before this.

      “Soon, my Queen,” Damon whispered.

      My insides melted. How did he do that?

      The route around the edge of the clearing was nearly a mile and a half long, and once we found the road on the other side, we rode down it for another hundred yards, before Damon pulled us into the trees to make camp.

      We made a sheltered fire, and Arianna brewed tea. Willa and Maude provided a cold meal from our rations, while Damon and I set up our tents.

      It was only once I sat with my food in one hand, and the tea in the other, that I struggled to keep my eyes open. When last had I slept? When had I rested?

      My magic had kept me going, had kept them going ~ except for those few hours that I had been away with the gryphon, and they had managed to get some sleep.

      Every bite of food was like sand in my mouth, and I washed it down with tea. I put the bowl down and just drank my tea. My eyes closed. Only a few hours until the moonclaven.

      My eyes flew open, again. The orange flames of the fire danced peacefully in front of me. I blinked. The fire disappeared from view, and I saw trees. I blinked again.

      So warm, so safe, so comfortable. I blinked. The dirty grey canvas of my tent came into my sight, and I got jostled. I moaned.

      “It’s alright,” Damon whispered close to my ear.

      The arms that held me put me down and covered me with a blanket. “Don’t leave me.”

      “Never, my Queen.”
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      The ground shook as thousands of horses galloped along the road. Shifters and satyrs, dark elves and pixies, dwarves and common fae. Dirt smeared all their faces, but it could not hide their fear, nor their exhaustion.

      I woke with a scream, and Damon ripped open the entrance to my tent to be beside me in an instant.

      “Dana.” He knelt by me.

      “They’re coming,” I gasped.

      “Who? Who’s coming?” He held me by the shoulders.

      Arianna’s head appeared in the opening of my tent.

      “Our people, half a day’s ride, the dark elves are upon them.”

      “Oh no,” Arianna whispered.

      “We need to help them.” I shrugged out of Damon’s hold and out of my blanket. “We need to go.”

      Frantically, I shoved my things into my bag. “We need to go.”

      “Dana,” Arianna squeezed into the tent, “there isn’t time, child.”

      With no more room to move, I sat back down on my sleeping mat and stared at her.

      “We would not make it back in time for the moonclaven,” she said gently, touching my hand. “We have to hope they can outrun them or hold them off until…”

      Arianna’s throat bobbed visibly up and down as she swallowed, but she didn’t finish her sentence. I closed my eyes and tried to console my bleeding heart.

      I had seen it in my dream, and I knew there was no hope for them. The dark elves meant to come here before tonight, and the rebel army stood in their way. Only if all our people were mounted on horses, like the elves, would they have even stood a chance.

      “Let’s finish this,” I said; my heart now cold.

      Three hours they’d let me sleep, and I rounded on them for allowing it, when I found out my scream had woken them all. Damon had slept sitting up in front of my tent.

      I warred with myself, wondering if we would have been able to help our army had we not rested at all, but I eventually dismissed it, for then they would have been further away, and it would have had the same outcome.

      The fact only enraged me more, and if I were going to lose people I loved today, then I would make those responsible pay.

      After days on the road, my hair was near unmanageable, so I smoothed it down and bound it up tightly. Arianna restrapped my armour, and Damon gave me a leg-up onto Blaze’s back.

      When we rode back into the clearing, the sun shone down brightly from a clear sky. An hour after noon, we still had some hours before dark to work our way through the wards set around the henge.

      “Do you think the domes are as strong at the top, as they are at the bottom?” I asked as we got as close as we dared.

      “Magic like this is usually uniform,” Arianna replied, “especially since they have the power of the moonstones to help them.”

      “Mhm.”

      “What are you thinking, Dana?” Damon asked.

      “When we attacked during the night, did any of you notice if our magic travelled all the way to the top?”

      “I’m not sure,” Maude replied.

      “I think so,” Arianna said.

      “I am going to find out.” Without explaining further, I urged Blaze into the air.

      His powerful wings bore us up so swiftly, my stomach swooped, and I clung to his neck until the black stallion levelled out and circled evenly.

      I trusted him to know how high he needed to fly to avoid the domes, and I concentrated on my magic. It surged within me, fizzled along my arms, and shot out of my hands in pearlescent blue light.

      I liked the way the colour had changed since the tower had given me its life. I wondered if the others had noticed.

      My magic hit the magical barrier below us and immediately spread out to engulf it in a coat of light. The dome zinged and crackled, but held. I pushed harder. Down below, Maude and Willa, and Arianna and Damon added their magic to mine.

      With a dull pop, the dome came down.

      My heart jumped for joy. Hitting the barriers from the side covered too little surface area. From the top, my magic could reach it all around. I grinned and started on the next.

      Every second or third layer held a special surprise for us ~ lightning, noxious gas, vampire bats, poison. The elves’ creativity knew no bounds, and while I brought the domes down, we also fought for our lives.

      “How many more?” Willa asked.

      Water dripped down my chin as I tipped the water flask back. The sun had set an hour ago, and it was the first time we’d been on the ground. Blaze drank greedily from a bowl Damon had filled for him.

      “It can’t be that many more,” Damon said. “We’re so close.”

      Only thirty yards separated us from the granite tables. The light elves stood sentinel in front of each moonstone and its throne, their staffs in their hands and frowns on their faces.

      I looked up into the sky; I had done so many times already since the sun went down.

      “Incredible, isn’t it?” Damon said, standing close beside me.

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I replied.

      “Not yet, my Queen.” He stroked my arm. “The best is yet to come. The moon will be full by eleven thirty-five, and the planets will move into full alignment.”

      “But, it looks so perfect already.”

      Damon leaned close; his chest pressed to my back, and his breath tickled my ear as he pointed past my head at the sky.

      “That’s Jupiter,” Damon said, “the leading lady of the dance, and the most beautiful. She’s the anchor at the bottom, and the other planets will fall in line above her. The full moon will appear at the top of this alignment for a few minutes, only, before our rotation moves it along.”

      “I wish I could watch it.”

      “One day, my Queen.”

      “Huh?” I frowned; what did he mean by that? The moonclaven only happened every ninety-eight years.

      Arianna came up beside us. “You better get back up there. We only have another two and a half hours.”

      “Yes,” I sighed and turned to go to Blaze when suddenly the stallion whinnied shrilly.

      Three wolves raced towards us out of the darkness to our left; one of them white. Thomas came to me, and I ruffled his fur.

      “You’re alright,” I hugged him around his massive head. He whined. “What’s wrong?”

      Thomas nudged me twice and ran away from me. Twenty yards away, he stopped. He looked back at me with pleading eyes.

      “Do you want me to follow you?”

      The white wolf whined.

      “Stay here,” I said to the witches, and Damon and I got onto our stallions.

      Thomas knelt with his front paws on the ground and yapped. The brown wolves gathered beside him. Blaze threw his head in the air and refused to walk forward.

      “What now?” Damon asked. “What do they want?”

      Thomas growled, as did the other wolves, and Blaze pawed the ground with his front leg.

      “I think they only want Blaze to follow them,” I hesitated.

      All three wolves sprinted away across the clearing while Damon still had his eyes on me. Blaze extended his mighty wings, and I threw my arms around the pegasus’ neck as he jumped into the air. I clung on tightly while Damon stared after us.

      The stallion flew low at speed, and the wind brought tears to my eyes. At the treeline, he pulled up sharply and then dashed between the trees with a display of aerial acrobatics that tested my strength and faith.

      The trees rushed by in fast blurs, and more than once, I thought we’d hit the next one. The wolves streaked below us towards a determined goal.

      When we finally slowed, and Blaze landed, my entire body shook, and my heart raced so fast, I could not count its beats.

      We stood within the treeline of the road about a mile from the clearing. In the distance, a glow like sunrise illuminated the horizon, and I knew it to be from the torchlight of the armies.

      Even though I could not hear it, I could imagine the clash of metal and the screams of the men.

      Then, we saw them ~ a group of dark elves on the road, riding towards us. At least thirty of them were warriors, but the other ten or so looked like sorcerers with their black cloaks and painted faces.

      The leader of the group looked up, perhaps sensing me, and it was none other than Eltaor Wranfaren.
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      The sorcerer swivelled his head left and right as he searched the darkness ahead. Blaze stepped deeper into the woods. Goosebumps rose along my arms.

      No wonder the wolves had not taken us along the road; Eltaor would have known we were coming. I wondered if he sensed us in here.

      The dark elves trotted their horses, but I could see the horses’ exhaustion on their sweat-soaked bodies, the dilated nostrils, and unsteady gait.

      Even at this pace, they would reach the glade within the next ten minutes, and we were out of time. Blaze retreated further into the trees and then jumped into the air.

      I dreaded the way back, but instead of winding his way through the forest, the stallion rose high and then sailed over the canopy faster than he had ever flown with me.

      We came in to land at a gallop, throwing up clods of grass all around us.

      “They’re coming,” I yelled. “Eltaor. He’s here.”

      Blaze milled in a circle, stamping his feet, and the other horses picked up on his urgency.

      “How long?” Damon asked, already getting into his saddle.

      “A few minutes, at most.”

      The wolves sped towards us, and Arianna stood by Thomas to hug him before she mounted her horse. I saw now that the other shifters were Dean and Steve.

      As soon as Maude and Willa were ready, Blaze turned of his own accord and led the others at a canter off across the clearing.

      I couldn’t help the feeling of despair within me as we abandoned the moonstones, but for now, this was all we could do. We could not face twenty-four elves, no matter of what race, without a plan.

      Arianna and I had faced Eltaor Wranfaren before, and things had not ended well for us. He might not have the power of four moonstones behind him now, but he did have eleven other sorcerers with him.

      Although I had not been sure of the number of sorcerers with him at the time, I was now convinced there would be precisely twelve sorcerers of the dark elves ~ just as there were twelve high elves. That’s how many it would take to complete the ritual, whatever it was.

      We dashed into the woods on the other side of the meadow, and Damon led us around a dense cluster of trees where we could hide.

      The full moon bathed the glade in light as if it was day, but left the forest around it black as tar. The high elves in the centre moved around the altar stones, but it was too far to see if they were performing any kind of magic.

      The dark elves materialised out of the darkness on the other side and walked their horses towards the central henge.

      I hoped against all hope the dark elves would ride straight into the protective domes still in effect around the stone circle, but to my dismay, the sorcerers dismounted, while the soldiers stood guard.

      “What do we do?” Maude asked.

      “We let Eltaor do the work for us,” Damon said grimly.

      Arianna huffed. “We did most of the work for him already. If I didn’t know about the black magic, I’d say he wouldn’t have a chance.”

      “I don’t want him to have a chance,” I said sulkily. “What if he does get through the high elves’ defences? Do we just run in and steal the stones under their noses?”

      They all looked at me. Heat rose behind my eyes as my anger at this situation drove tears to them. I pressed my lips together and stared back out towards the stones.

      “We are so close,” I said. “We haven’t come all this way just for the dark elves to come and take it all away from us at the last minute. All of Wiltera is out there, holding its breath, wondering where we are and if we’re still going to save them.”

      I swallowed and closed my eyes for a moment before I turned to look back at my people.

      “I am not going to let them down,” I said. “I am going to save my country. I am going to keep my promise, and I will hide no longer.”

      The magic coursed through me to set my body to tingle. My skin glowed with its pearlescent blue sheen, and the power within me made my heart race.

      I went over to Willa and took her hand. When some of my power flowed into her, she gasped.

      “Can I count on you to stand by my side?” I asked the witch.

      “Aye, child of the prophecy.”

      I took Maude’s hand, and my shine enveloped her arm.

      “Can I count on you to stand by my side?”

      “Of course, Dana.”

      Arianna’s hands shook when I took them, and she had a tear in her eye.

      “Can I count on you to stand by my side?”

      “Forever and always, daughter of mine.”

      Damon stood tall and proud, with his staff in one hand. He looked down at me with gentle eyes.

      “Can I count on you to stand by my side?”

      “For the rest of my life, my Queen.”

      They all held up their glowing hands and put them over their hearts to seal their oaths.

      I walked up to the wolves and touched each of them on their chests, leaving behind a glowing handprint on their fur.

      “Can I count on you to stand by my side?”

      They somberly nodded their heads and uttered low growls. Thomas rubbed his head against me before I stepped back.

      “Let us take back what is rightfully ours,” I said, “and let the Goddess be with us tonight.”

      There was no more time for hiding, no more time for trying to figure things out. We were what now stood between Wiltera and certain doom.

      Something stirred within me I had not felt before ~ like the lighting of a flame that grew stronger by the moment, and it developed its own life and personality and a strong will to survive.

      This flicker of consciousness within me mingled with my magic, enhanced it, changed it, and I suddenly knew what the ivory tower had awakened within me.

      First, it had given me its magic. Now, that I had proven to it I would fight, it had given me the means to do so. The time was now.

      We left the shelter of the forest and rode out across the glade. Lightning engulfed the dome-like barrier around the centre as the dark elves attacked.

      We approached unnoticed, as the elven warriors watched the sorcerers perform their magic in rapt fascination.

      Thirty warriors. I halted Blaze twenty yards behind them. We were still undetected, and the lightning had given me an idea.

      I closed my eyes, channelled my power, and raised my arms. The moment the energy shot from my fingertips, I brought my arms down to my sides, and my blue lightning rained down upon the warriors in front of me.

      No black magic ~ I was done with that. This was my moon magic and what my unique personality had turned it into. The dark elves toppled silently from their horses, landed heavily on the ground, and I knew they would not move for the next twelve hours.

      Eltaor Wranfaren turned around, eyes narrowed, and his painted face pulled into a grimace.

      “Be ready,” I warned the others.

      The tall elf stepped away from the others and came towards us. Behind him, the dome popped, and his companions started on the next.

      Eltaor grinned, exposing his sharp black teeth. “You shouldn’t have come,” he sneered.

      “And why is that?” I asked.

      He tilted his head slightly. “You will die here. You should have stayed at home.”

      I huffed. “With what you are planning, I would not have been safer there.”

      The sorcerer laughed. “I care not for your little land, little princess.” He spat on the ground.

      Damon and I looked at each other. What were the dark elves after?

      “Then give us the moonstones,” I tried as Eltaor turned to go back.

      He paused. “I cannot, for I need them. They are the portal to create a new realm for us within the human world where we can live and rule, as our race is meant to do.”

      I gasped. Is that what they were doing here? Creating a new world? And, if so, what were the light elves’ intentions?

      Eltaor rejoined the sorcerers and added his magic to theirs. Only twenty yards separated them from the stone circle. The high elves within swung their staffs and chanted something we could not hear from here.

      Either we could attack the dark elves now, while they were occupied, or we could help them bring the shields down. I chose the latter.

      “Help them,” I yelled and urged Blaze into the air.

      The stallion’s massive wings drove us high, and we circled for a moment before I bombarded the dome below with my magic. It exploded within a minute, releasing some kind of sleeping gas.

      Everyone on the ground staggered back. Those who managed to block their faces in time muttered spells, others simply collapsed.

      I knew no spells to vanish sleeping gas, and I watched helplessly as Thomas dragged Arianna over the grass by the back of her coat.

      “Blaze, help,” I pleaded.

      The pegasus flew lower and then hovered on the spot. The wind from his wings blew the remaining gas away, giving those awake a chance to revive those affected.

      Damon helped Arianna to her feet, then quickly saw to two of the sorcerers, before returning to the barrier. Eltaor eyed him wearily and looked up to me with a nod.

      We broke through another dome, and the activity within the circle became frantic. The high elves positioned themselves between the altar stones, their staffs facing outwards.

      The moon rose higher and ever closer to the line of planets, which was now almost exactly over the tower. My heart skipped a beat, and my magic pulsed within me as I looked at it.

      The moonstones below flared with brightness. We needed to hurry.

      I sent another blast down at the barrier. The sorcerers and witches hit it from the ground. The high elves on the inside blasted it with magic, too. It could only mean one thing ~ this was the last dome.

      Black lightning zigzagged along the surface of the dome, sliced through the sheet of my pearlescent magic, and mingled with the colours of the witches and the bright light of the witcher’s staff.

      The magic screamed and crackled as it fought the power of the spell that held the dome, but it grew brighter and ever louder the harder we pushed.

      The dome ripped and sent a violent expulsion of air straight at us. It caught Blaze underneath his left wing and spun him around into an uncontrolled fall. I clung to him, but there was nothing I could do.

      The ground rushed up towards us. We thundered into it; Blaze sliding to a stop on his right side. I lay on top of him, safe.

      “Blaze, oh boy.”

      He lifted his beautiful head and nickered softly. I crawled off him. His right wing was pinned at an odd angle beneath him, and he held his legs pulled up strangely against his body.

      “Let me heal you. Come, you must sit up. Blaze, please.”

      I tried to lift his head, but he bit me.

      “Blaze?”

      The stallion shook his head. He nickered again.

      “Please,” I pleaded, “I have enough energy, let me heal you.”

      He snapped at me and laid his ears back against his head, then he stretched his neck and looked back at the circle of stones.

      “I will come back for you,” I promised.

      Blaze nicked softly. I kissed him on his nose.

      With my magic boiling within me, I strode away from my fallen stallion and marched towards my moonstones.

      The circle of stones lay straight ahead of me, with the dead tower exactly behind it. The alignment of planets formed a perfect line above it. I walked directly at it.

      The wolves rushed towards me, but I waved them off. “Protect Blaze.”

      The fight now continued in and around the circle of stones, and the moonstones glowed brightly as everyone drew power from them to fight.

      I saw everything so clearly ~ Arianna drew on her knowledge of bones and chemistry and devised a spell to turn bones brittle.

      Eltaor’s spell was devised to penetrate the cranium and to turn the brain to liquid.

      My mind saw it all, and understood it, as if I was connected to it, somehow. When I got close, and a stray spell fell my way, I flicked it away as if it were nothing more than an annoying fly.

      The moonstones pulsed the moment I stepped into the circle, and I drank in their power. It flowed through me, and it felt like I could breathe for the first time in my life.

      Twelve glowing orbs surrounded me, shining their bright light just for me. I’d not been this whole since…I could not remember. This was what I had been born for. This was my purpose.

      Spells shot all around me. People screamed. Time ticked away.

      “Stop!” I yelled.

      One last stray spell zoomed past, then all went still. Dark elves, light elves, witches, and a witcher all stood breathing heavily, watching me with wide eyes.

      The moon magic within me held me firm, the power of the moonstones guided me, and the consciousness of the tower grounded me. I had the power ~ who did they think they were?

      “Who is it that dares claim the fae moonstones for themselves and for what purpose?”

      The people around me shuffled, and Elgar and the petite elf with the white-blonde hair stepped forward.

      She spoke first. “My name is Clarean of Marydell, elder of the high council of the high elves of Astraea. I claim the moonstones of Wiltera to close off Raven Hall forever.”

      “No, you will not,” Eltaor burst out.

      Clarean and Elgar spun around, and Elgar spoke in a low and dangerous tone, “You have no right, nor have you earned it.”

      “Pah,” Eltaor spat, “we have been hiding in this forest for more generations than we can count because you are ashamed of us. There you are, living the high life in Astraea, but you sent us to this backwater in the woods. And you call yourselves the high elves. I spit on you.”

      Frowning, I looked between the two: light elf and dark elf. Thanks to Arianna, I now knew their history.

      Clarean sneered. “You are nothing but half-elves. Why should you deserve your own country?”

      My nostrils flared as the magic surged within me at the comment. I had my reasons for not liking the dark elves, but them being half-breeds was not one of them.

      A shiver passed over me as the moon moved further into position above me. The power around me intensified. It vibrated through every fibre of my being, and I could not contain it for much longer.

      “Enough,” I shouted.

      They all stared. I knew they would, for by now, I shone like a beacon.

      “I have heard enough, and I am tired of your bickering. We have run out of time,” I pointed into the sky, and they all gasped, “so run if you value your lives, or take the moonstones if you don’t.”

      With my vision already turning blue, I looked at Damon, “Take them to the treeline.”

      He didn’t hesitate. Arianna ran but kept looking back.

      All around me, sorcerers approached the stone tables to stand before them ~ light elves and dark elves; each hoping to complete the ritual ~ one still to create a country, and one to close one’s borders.

      Eltaor, as well as Elgar and Clarean, came towards me.

      “You will die if you stay,” I said to them.

      “Those part of the rite don’t die,” Clarean mocked.

      “But, you’re not,” I said.

      She looked at Elgar. He nodded. White magic shot from their fingers and hit me from barely two yards away.

      I staggered back a step with the force, but then my magic absorbed their power, and I glowed even brighter for a moment.

      “Your time has ended,” I told her.

      The sorceress gaped at me as my body shook. I spread my arms wide and turned my back to them. The moonstones flared up brightly as I looked across at the ivory tower and then up at the perfect alignment of the moonclaven.

      Every being in our universe had its place. Sometimes, we got along, and sometimes, we didn’t. Sometimes, we aligned, and sometimes, we didn’t. When we did, it truly was a beautiful thing, but even when we didn’t, the world would keep spinning.

      The light elves were haughty, presumptuous, and it seemed to me they had not mingled with other legendaries in quite some time. I was happy to let them go back to their country ~ and for them to stay there.

      The dark elves, who for the most part were ordinary families, deserved better than what I thought of Eltaor Wranfaren and the other sorcerers. A nation oppressed…

      My heart felt like it exploded, and I gasped for breath. The magic grabbed me and lifted me off the ground. Blinding light emanated from the moonstones and swirled around me, enveloped me.

      Faint screams reached my ears from below, but I could see nothing but bright light around me and the moon with its tail of stars above me. It filled my vision, drew me in and held me.

      The true meanings of things imprinted themselves onto my heart and soul as the moonclaven looked down on me. It tested and measured me, and my screams mingled with those below.

      Courage…honour…honesty…love…unbiased…kindness…

      More and more it pressed on me, and if I had failed on one in the past, it let me feel what it meant, and I screamed and cried some more.

      Surely hours must have passed, but when the moonclaven retreated from my mind, it still sat in perfect alignment above the ivory tower.

      Calm, centred magic flowed through me, and I suddenly knew how to direct the powerful beam of light that flowed through me straight into the sky.

      I cast one last look at the moon. It had been minutes, not hours. As the moon now moved slightly out of its perfect row, I dropped down to the ground with all the force of the magic.

      I landed on one knee and slammed one fist into the grass. A blinding shockwave of immeasurable power spread around me, which triggered the magic the ritual had already set up, but that I had altered.

      The shockwave spread across the clearing and raced on into the forest, but it got channelled along the passage towards the ivory tower, and it hit the old building with such force, it crumbled instantly.

      Along the road, the armies hurtled towards us.
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      I slowly got to my feet. The moonstones around me glowed dully in their pearlescent sheen.

      The light elves had vanished ~ as I knew they would, for I had sent them away; it was time for them to return home.

      The dark elves still lay stunned around me, but they would wake, soon. I had spared their lives, for their kind would need them.

      To my left, the witcher led Arianna, Willa, and Maude back towards me at a gallop. The wolves had left Blaze’s side and ran through the stones to surround me. And, to my right, the gryphon flew ahead of the marching armies now pouring into the clearing.

      “I’m alright,” I laughed, as Thomas nudged me for the third time.

      The big wolves bounced around me, nearly bowling me over. I threw my arms around Thomas’ neck and buried my face in his fur. “I’m alright,” I mumbled.

      The glow of my magic faded, and the racing of my heart stilled, but the clarity of thought I had gained remained.

      The witcher jumped off his roan horse and ran the last few steps. He knelt before me and balanced his staff horizontally in his outstretched hands.

      “My queen, now and forever, I am yours.”

      Thomas growled beside me. I patted his head; I would explain this to him later. It had taken me a long time to understand the shift in Damon’s behaviour; I was no longer a thing of desire, but something he needed to protect ~ as the protector that his kind had been for generations.

      “I know, Damon, and I accept. Let this pact negate all previous promises, and may it endure for as long as we both shall live.”

      The witcher looked up at me with his enchanting blue eyes. “Yes, my Queen.”

      “You may rise, Lord Protector,” I said, and my heart hammered in my chest, knowing that whatever the magic had done to us, Damon and I would be together for centuries to come.

      The white wolf pressed in closer to me and growled, again, as Damon stood, but then Arianna threw her arms around me and held on tight.

      “The only other time I have ever felt like that was the day you were taken away from me,” Arianna mumbled into my neck. “My daughter, I will never let you go again.”

      I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around her waist. Right at that moment, I could think of no other place I’d rather be ~ finally, a mother’s hug. Warmth spread through my body.

      When we stepped apart, Willa and Maude came to hug me, too.

      “For she will break the ivory tower,” Willa said.

      “I guess I did,” I sighed, “but it had a full life, and all that was left of it was an empty shell.”

      The gryphon shrieked overhead.

      “Come,” I said to them all, “let us see to Blaze before the others get here.”

      The wolves sprinted ahead, and I rode behind Damon on his horse. Blaze still lay on his side, his eyes half-closed.

      “Oh, boy, you’re in pain,” I gasped.

      The landing had broken both legs on his right, as well as his right wing. He lay paralysed by pain; his body ground into the dirt.

      He looked up at me and nickered nearly inaudibly.

      “Yes,” I said, “it’s done. We did it.”

      The pegasus closed his eyes, and I laid both my hands on his shoulder. My magic flowed through my arms, and the bright blue luminescence spread from my hands onto Blaze’s pitch-black coat.

      It enveloped him in the same spidery veins as it had done before, and the stallion sighed deeply. The wolves around us whined as my magic pulsed, and the broken bones snapped noisily back into place.

      “Roll him over,” I instructed.

      The others pushed Blaze onto his healed legs, which he tucked under his body, and then they freed the broken wing from beneath his side.

      I stroked my hands along the stallion’s neck and then moved along to his wing. Bones, muscles, tendons, and flesh. My stomach roiled at the mess the crash had made of his wing, but the magic took care of it all ~ except the feathers.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to Blaze, “you are missing a lot of your wing feathers. You may be Earth-bound while they regrow.”

      The pegasus stood up and shoved his head against my chest. I rubbed his ears.

      “I don’t think he minds,” Damon laughed.

      “Come,” I said, “our people await.”

      The thunder of thousands of hooves and feet marching across the clearing came ever closer. Around the edges of the glade, I thought I saw deer and boars, and other animals dart back into the darkness of the forest.

      The gryphon landed in front of us as we halted back by the altar stones. The sorcerers sat beside each other on the grass, looking dazed.

      You acquired what is yours?

      “I did, gryphon. And you protected my army, I see.”

      We helped until you sent the light into the sky

      Then it was no longer needed

      They stopped fighting of their own

      “Thank you. You kept our people safe.”

      Will you keep your promise now?

      “It is already done.” I nodded towards the dark elves sitting on the ground. “They are no longer able to do the magic that caused the illness in your forest, nor will the elves continue to live here. As for the sick plants, they are already healed.”

      The gryphon bent a knee and bowed low.

      You will always be welcome here, child of the forest

      “Thank you, master of the forest.”

      With his red eyes sparkling, the gryphon turned and flew off into the night sky. I watched him and wished I could also call it a night. Instead, I turned back to the dark elves.

      “Eltaor Wranfaren.”

      The sorcerer looked up at me. The black paint he had applied for the ritual had smeared down his face, making it look like a death mask.

      “The moonclaven has decided that your kind cannot be trusted with the knowledge of black magic. It is from now until forever erased from your memories.”

      The sorcerers gaped at me. This would be the last time they would know what the words ‘black magic’ meant.

      “As a people,” I continued, “you have been given a second chance. Your army has surrendered to ours. Take your warriors back to Elothrien, where you will find a tear in the fabric between worlds. Once all your people are back in the city, the portal will close and transport you to a new realm where you will rule, and your nation can live in peace.”

      The gruesomely smeared faces of the sorcerers nodded mutely, but I saw respect, and also shame, in their eyes.

      “Eltaor, one condition,” I called him back as they went to join their people, “don’t ever set foot in Wiltera, again.”

      “Yes, Princess.”

      I waited for them to be out of sight and then flopped down on the ground.

      “Damon,” he was instantly by my side, “please, see to the rebels. Let them make camp. I will address them tomorrow.”

      “Aye, my Queen.”

      He went off, while Arianna helped me back up. My legs would barely hold me, and she had to help me onto Blaze’s back. Thomas walked beside the stallion as I rode back to our camp. It had been a long night ~ the longest night.

      We turned onto the road, and Thomas loped ahead. By the time we got to camp, Thomas had his clothes on, and he helped me off the stallion. He held me tightly in his arms.

      “I have been dying to do this,” he breathed into my neck. “Come, let me help you.”

      Thomas led me to the fireplace, where the tiniest flicker of a flame was trying to take hold. He added some more kindling, before coming back to me.

      With quick, but gentle, hands Thomas unbuckled my armour, unwound the wraps around my arms, and then made me sit on a log, where he took off my boots.

      He moved around to stand behind me and took out the many ties that held my hair together, before combing it through with his fingers.

      My eyes started to close when he took my hands. He led me to my tent, sat down on my sleeping mat, and then pulled me down beside him.

      I was too tired to argue, and when he drew me into his arms, and I snuggled into his broad chest, I could finally forget about the world for a while. My eyes closed, and I fell asleep with Thomas’ arms around me.
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      The magic I wrought during the moonclaven had spread further than the clearing, and it soon became apparent that all Wiltera had witnessed the event.

      The werewolves, no longer under the influence of the dark elves’ black magic, reverted to being wolves; although not shifters; and they separated into packs and returned to roam the forest.

      The magical barrier around Raven Hall fell away, giving entry to my father and his soldiers. The old and mean forest of Raven Hall no longer existed, as the magical part of it spread to encompass it.

      The message Damon had spread at the beginning of our quest had taken hold, and now nothing could stop the people all over the country from chanting ‘Queen Dana of Silverstalk’ wherever we passed by.

      Although it was with a heavy heart, I replaced my father on the throne. He, too, had been touched by the magic of the moonclaven and understood the necessity of it, but it did not make it easier for me.

      Damon and Arianna replaced the advisers, who were no longer needed. They would also oversee the councillors, the mages, and the elders.

      Thomas’ lineage as a Whiterose was established and written down in the records. As Sir Thomas, he now lived within the palace, and his father, Dean, often visited from his estate in the country.

      Most of the shifters had taken residence within Raven Hall, as the absence of elves left it largely uninhabited. Only a few chose to remain within the open country.

      Draeguard opened its gates to all folk, and the old laws got rewritten.

      We helped the country to rebuild, sent aid to the needy, and established proper roads to the previously hidden towns of the half-breeds.

      A steady trade of human goods came into the country ~ strictly regulated and overseen by Steve and Ollie ~ which stimulated our economy.

      And I finally had ice cream.
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