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Chapter 1

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

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.

 

***

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

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.

 

***

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

“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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

“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.

 

***

 

“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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

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.

 

***

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

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.

 

***

 

“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!”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

“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.

 

***

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

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.

 

***

 

“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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

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.

 

***

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

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.

 

***

 

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.

 

***

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

“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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