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PROLOGUE

Elizabeth Coventry
He grabbed me when I was walking to school.
A few of us are allowed to go to the McGynn company school on scholarship, even if our parents don't work in the main IT department. I mean, we need to pass a bunch of extra tests and prove we're smart enough to do the work, but my grandmother says it's worth it. The other kids aren't exactly the nicest, but it's my ticket to a good college one day, so I try not to care.
Anyway, there are no buses for such a small school, and Gram had to be at work too early that day to drive me, so I was walking from home. It was late fall, and most of the leaves had turned, but it wasn't really cold yet. I didn't even need a coat.
I told my grandmother that I didn't mind walking and she shouldn't worry – but it was still mostly dark outside, even though it was almost eight o'clock in the morning. Even darker under the shade of the manicured, tree-lined streets surrounding the school.            
He knew my name. I'm still not sure how.           
"Hey, Elizabeth! You want a ride?"            
I glanced back to see who it was, but with the headlights in my eyes, and the dark sky, I couldn't tell. If it had been colder, I might've considered the offer. But I'm not a complete idiot.
"I'm good, thanks." I kept walking.
The car moved off, and I thought I'd probably be embarrassed when I got to school and Jess or Mandy asked me why I'd ignored her dad.
I was almost to the campus gates when I heard a crackle in the dry leaves behind me. I turned around and saw someone right behind me. And then everything went black.
◆◆◆
 
Sarah Lakshmi-Matthews
Maria and her entourage walked down the sidewalk ahead of Charlie and me. The boys circled around her like a host of moons and smaller satellites, but she was mostly oblivious to them. She turned back to speak to me, and they parted slightly, as if to let a sunbeam pass them.
With her dark, curly hair and abundant freckles, Maria thought the boys still liked her for her knowledge of baseball and access to the concession stand at the roller-skating rink. She had no idea that, in the years that we had been best friends, she had become a beauty – while I had remained a wallflower.
"Are we still going to the movies tomorrow, Sarah?" she called back to me.
"You bet, Maria! We'll pick you up at eleven, and then we can..." but she was gone. Her gaggle of admirers had carried her away. She used to live next door to me when we were little, when we had first become friends, but her family had moved across town. I still saw her every day at school, but it wasn't the same.
She waved, laughing, her hand visible above the crowd – and I waved back. Charlie and I made our way toward home amid the other kids in the westward flow after school. There was no bus, so some parents came to meet us, picking up their offspring and chatting with the rest of us before walking back into their own corners of the neighborhood. Most of us had grown up together, and the other families were almost like cousins.
"Sarah..." I heard someone call. It sounded like Enzo's mom, but I turned around and didn't see her. The crowd had broken up as everyone drifted home, and no one seemed to be looking for me, so I quickly forgot about it.
Charlie and I talked about homework and upcoming projects. He's my "little" brother, but most people think he's older than me because he's so tall. We weren't very close when we were younger, but once we were both in high school, we were forced into each other's circle of friends at our small school. Being tasked with cooking dinner while our parents worked late had made us even closer. And I'd found out, despite myself, that he's pretty funny.
"Sarah Jyothi, cuidado con el bosque oscuro!"
I whipped around again to find the voice, but still didn't see anyone. Beware the dark forest? We had all learned Spanish and French in school, and it was almost Halloween. So I was more annoyed than worried at what seemed like a dumb "spooky" practical joke.
"Did you hear that?" I asked Charlie. He just looked at me like I was nuts. As usual.
"Don't change the subject, Sarah. I helped you study for your biology test on Monday, so you need to help me with this stupid Civil War diorama. It's due next Tuesday. And you promised."
"No worries, I have a great idea for the cannons. We'll work on it after dinner," I told him.
"El bosque oscuro!" the voice faintly called again, trying to scare someone else by this time. I turned back to Charlie, and we walked the rest of the way talking about Abraham Lincoln's hat and whether to make the diorama fences out of toothpicks or chopsticks.




CHAPTER ONE

Actually, that's not entirely true.
Everything went sort of greyish for a few seconds, and then Eli's head started to ache where she'd been hit. Whirling around, alone in the dark, she attacked like a cornered animal, expecting to see one of the typical school bullies behind her.
They had tormented her throughout sixth grade – two girls in particular, and one boy on rare occasions. Eli was aiming for Tabitha's face with her fists, but collided with a strange man's chest instead.
It must have been only an instant that she stood in shock. An "ocrapasecond" as her mother used to call it.
That tiny fraction of a second between when you're walking barefoot in the grass and hear the crack of a snail shell, and when you feel the recently departed snail ooze between your toes. The microscopic instant where you try, and fail, to grab an egg that you just fumbled. That gap between swearing up a storm at someone yelling at you from a moving car…only to realize it was your mom.
That blink of an eye where the pre-teen school bully, who could usually be scared off to an easier target by violent defiance, becomes a two-hundred-pound man with a fat belly, a scraggly beard, and tattoos on his neck. Crap.
Any grown man standing that close to a strange young girl didn't mean well. That microsecond of shock passed, and Eli's gut instinct kicked in. Not that it mattered in the end. She started scratching and clawing as hard as she could, aiming for his eyes and his junk. She caught his face at least twice, drawing blood – although not much.
When he got closer, she bit his arm. Hard. Then she tried to run.
And then everything really did go black.
◆◆◆
 
When she could finally open her eyes – well, one of them, because the other was glued shut with dried blood and gunk – Eli tried to look around without moving, to make sure she was alone. Her heart was pounding, and she fought back helpless tears, but she forced herself to keep still in case her attacker was watching. It looked like he was gone, and she was surrounded by shadows, except for dimmed sunbeams shining through the paint-blackened window. Puffs of dust floated lazily through the bars of hazy light.
The room was dark and smelled like mildew and old socks.
Eli's left arm was asleep, but when she tried to shake it out, she found it was tied to something. Fighting against her rising panic, she pulled as quietly as she could, hoping she could free herself, but the restraint was something heavy. Too heavy to move. Probably the radiator since she could hear clicking in that direction.
Hopefully the light coming in through the blocked window meant it had only been a few hours, and she wondered if anyone would be looking for her yet. Certainly not my clueless parents, she knew, but
maybe my teachers at school, or even my grandmother? Would they have called the police yet?
With her right hand, she felt her legs. She was still fully dressed, which she hoped was a good sign. It didn't sound like anyone else was in the house, but as she sat up and started to pick at the rope on her wrist, a voice from the shadows about five feet away said, "Now you don't wanna do that."
She jerked back in shock, pulling her knees up and staring into the darkness with wide-eyed terror.
Her kidnapper walked toward her from the shadows, slowly reaching out. And when he got within three feet of Eli, she did what any fearless, streetwise girl would do.
She projectile-vomited all over him.
There's no way of knowing if it was a reaction to whatever drug he'd given her to knock her out, fear, or her subconscious mind's way of protecting her, but the reaction was instantaneous. He screamed like a little girl, gagged about five times, and ran for the stairs like she had turned into a vicious, spitting cobra – not puked up her grandmother's famous sunny-side up eggs, pancakes, and bacon.
Whatever caused her internal rebellion, it worked. There was no dinner that night, or breakfast the next morning, but at least he didn't come back.
After the sun was well up the next day, she heard him leave the house and drive away. Now she just needed a plan.
The lawn guys came later that morning, and with them came a revelation.
Unable to reach the window, unable to even stand up – and yet hearing them so close with their mowers and leaf blowers – she tried furiously to think of a way to contact them. She wanted to scream for help, but she had been dozing in and out of consciousness and was no longer sure if her kidnapper was out of the house.
"I'm so close. I'm right here," she whispered up at the small painted window, desperately. Tears stood in her eyes, and she willed them to just turn and look. “Look at me, I’m right here.”
They could be the ones to save her. A handsome guy in summer clothes and a fluorescent safety vest. He's waving to her, telling her to remain calm and he'll be right there, sweetheart. It's all going to be ok. Her one good eye can almost see him smiling at her. Stupid eye.
Part of her, the part that still held out hope, thought that the monster couldn't possibly realize that the workers were there – he wouldn't take the risk. That part insisted that she was just moments away from being rescued.
And then the part of Eli that was locked in the basement – hungry and cold and scared – suddenly realized that the monster just didn't care. She remembered seeing a man on her grandmother’s boring evening news show talking about a kidnapper, and she knew this must be him.
He'd done this before, she thought as her heart sank, and he knew he could sweet talk his way out of it. Even if the weedwhacker guy did happen to notice a bloody little kid waving and screaming for help in the basement, the monster would casually explain it away.
Now what do I do? she wondered, watching the lawn guys pack up their equipment and drive away.
The basement room was filled with a lifetime's worth of junk. Broken furniture, old clothes overflowing from hampers, a stack of dusty paintings sitting next to buoys and ropes and canvas sheets that she recognized as sailing equipment.
But the main thing she noticed was the shelves full of jars. Each wall had at least one shelf, and one wall was almost completely covered. Some were obviously retired specimens from schools or museums, others were filled with animal displays that might have come from a circus sideshow. One held a two-headed snake, and another huge one contained something that looked like a cross between a fish and a groundhog.
On the nearest shelf to her right, she saw that each jar had a human body part in it. Hands, tiny feet, ears, eyeballs. Some of them had to be really old. Even in the dim room, she could see that the labels were curled and delicate, and the parts were deteriorated after being in liquid for so many years. Some others were still bloody.
Terror was beginning to cut through the drugged haze, but Eli was the kind of girl who would have been fascinated by these display jars in biology class. Curiosity made her wish she could get up to check them out, until her nagging mind suddenly reminded her that she'd be in a few of those jars herself soon if she didn't focus. She needed to think. And wait quietly for her other eye to open, then escape.
Eli unleashed a stream of obscenities silently to herself, cursing her own stupidity at getting caught. I should have fought harder, she raged at herself. I should have run faster, not tried to fight. Why was I even walking to school in the first place, stupid girl?!
Her anger barely kept the growing fear in check and stopped her hands from shaking. She listened harder in the dark but still heard nothing upstairs. She had seen the sun rise twice through the cracks in the dirty, painted window since the last time she’d eaten.
She hardly dared to hope that the monster had been in some horrific, fiery crash and burned to death in a snarl of gasoline, twisted burning metal, and broken glass. He was probably sitting in the living room with a glass of white wine, waiting for her to get weak from hunger.
◆◆◆
 
Eli can hear a clock ticking loudly, but it's not nearby.
She imagines cars driving by in the rain, their tires whispering and telling her to be quiet. The occasional ambulance or police car. Children shrieking laughter with friends, running through the rain and pretending to be horrified at their wet hair and shoes. Where she should have been.
In the silence she recalls car doors slamming as parents arrive home and prepare to fix dinner or order pizza. Family noises, life noises. Noises that she fears she'll never make again. Noises that involve a life not lived in a basement, chained to a radiator.
Tick, tock.
She surrendered to a restless sleep, planning her escape.




CHAPTER TWO

When they got back from the movies the next day, Maria's dad dropped them off at Sarah's house for some last-minute studying. They walked around the corner into the garage, and Sarah's dad was there, wearing coveralls and heavy neoprene gloves. Working on something bizarre, like always. He pushed his heavy work goggles, which made his eyes look as big as baseballs, onto the top of his head and waved at them, acetylene torch in hand, as they walked in.
Maria waved back cheerfully.
"Dad, Maria and I wanted to sit out here," Sarah complained, embarrassed by his constant tinkering.
Maria laughed. "I think your dad's awesome. He's like the neighborhood mad scientist."
Sarah's dad laughed like a lunatic at Maria, doing his best unhinged Doctor Frankenstein impression, and she collapsed into a fit of non-characteristic giggles. She crowded up to his workbench and asked, "What are you inventing this week, Dr. Matthews?"
He started pointing out the details of his experiment with a pencil, explaining it all to Maria, who nodded in complete understanding. It wasn’t just that Sarah was totally bored with his inventions – he would tell her all of this too, in excruciating detail, if she showed any interest – but Maria was secretly a mechanical genius. No one ever took her seriously because she was so pretty, but she wasn't kidding when she said she understood his harebrained gadgets.
Sarah and Maria were both in the same advanced science classes at school, the difference was that Maria actually liked it.
Sarah stalked into the house, mumbling, "I guess I'll figure out French past-perfect tenses on my own..."
Maria and her dad had both promised to help her study, but now they were more interested in that stupid tinkering project. Sarah wished she could care too, but she had long since convinced herself that she was too dumb to understand it. She scored high on all of the standardized tests, so she was in advanced classes, and everyone else, mostly her teachers, just labeled her "too distracted." But she knew better.
Maria has the brains and the curiosity, she thought to herself. If curiosity killed the cat, then I'm the frickin’ feline that'll flourish forever.
Flopping down with her textbooks at the kitchen table, Sarah continued grumbling to herself. "Nobody cares if I even pass this stupid class, much less whether I graduate or not." She started trying the first page herself, already dreading being called up to French recitation by Madame Dupois the next day. I need a B in this stupid class to get into a decent college and get out of this stupid town.
Finally, Maria came in from the garage, gushing about the latest crazy creation. "Your dad is so sweet to let me pretend to help with his inventions, Sarah. I wish my own dad wouldn't treat me like an idiot..."
She sighed sadly and started reviewing Sarah's homework without another word, leaving Sarah feeling like the biggest jerk on the planet.
◆◆◆
 
"I'm sorry I can't cook like your mother," Sarah's father said, taking the still half-frozen lasagna out of the microwave, poking at it listlessly, and then putting it back for few more minutes.
"Stop saying that, Daddy. I love this kind of veggie lasagna, and we can put more cheese on top. And hot sauce."
"You and your hot sauce," he laughed. "You're just like your mother with th—" He stopped suddenly, looking for a moment like he might cry, but kissed her on the forehead instead. He stood staring out the window with his back to her for a minute or two, took a deep breath, then turned back and said, "It definitely needs more shredded cheese on top. Do we have any?"
"It's in the lettuce drawer,” she pointed, gently pretending she hadn’t seen him near tears. “It doesn't get soggy so fast if I put it in there."
"Found it. Smart girl. I'll try to get your favorite lasagna crispy on the edges..." he said, then remembered that this experiment had failed before. "Oh, but you can't do that in the microwave, can you?" For a certified genius, he could be a little scatterbrained about things like cooking. Sarah told herself that was how she knew she wasn't adopted.
"No, but gooey cheese is fine for tonight. We can do battle with the real oven this weekend." She held up the hot sauce bottle like a sword and brandished it at the oven, and he genuinely smiled back. It was one of the few times she'd seen him smile for real since her mom died.
That had been six months ago, and her mom had started teaching her to really cook about a year earlier. Not mac and cheese or ramen noodles, but serious food. She had learned quickly and could easily have fed them both tonight, but she knew her dad wanted to be the provider. And more importantly, he still needed to shelter her from that kind of task. And even if it meant microwave dinners every night until she was eighteen, she was prepared to let him do it.
She really did love that veggie lasagna, though. No joke.
◆◆◆
 
For as long as she could remember, Sarah's house had always been a hive of women. When Maria lived next door, their mothers had been best friends. They worked in the same department at McGynn Software and had become inseparable after a comically awful team building experience with laser tag. Right away, Mrs. Robles loved Sarah just as much as Sarah's own parents loved Maria.
Sarah's grandmothers – her Nani and GG, as she called them – lived nearby too, and the four women often met on weekends to play raucous games of Bridge or Hearts, occasionally devolving into bloodthirsty Texas Hold 'Em.
All of the shelves were filled with more evidence of women. Photos of Maria and Sarah, their mothers, cousins and aunts, the family seemed to be all female – fewer photos of her father and brother hid in the rear of a few shelves.
Sarah picked up an old framed picture of her mom and Nani from her dorm at college. It was one of her favorites. Mom wore a green flannel shirt, combat boots, and a gorgeous smile, with her beautiful black hair in two long braids. But Nani looked miserable.
"She wasn't really sad, kiddo. She was just homesick," her mother told her when she'd asked. "She left all of her friends behind when she came here with me so I could go to school." Sarah couldn't imagine leaving her whole life behind, but her mom explained, "My dad had died, and there was really no reason for us to stay in India. And then I was accepted at Yale, so we left."
She had sat down with Sarah and looked more closely at the picture. "But she was still lonely. It was easy for me to make friends and keep busy with my classes, but... well, it's harder when you're older."
They had picked up a photo album and flipped through the pages. More photos of mother and daughter at college, and some with Sarah's dad – still hilariously young and so very normal. Graduation pictures, first jobs, and then a small but pretty starter home. There they all looked a little older, but Nani didn't look unhappy anymore.
"When your dad and I met and fell in love, she was happy for me. But I think she was even happier that your Grandma Georgie was so fond of her. They were thick as thieves from day one. Even before we got married, they would go to movies and musicals together, and have lunch several days a week. She finally had a sister and a whole family again."
Sarah picked up the same photo album now, remembering the conversation, and flipped to a picture of her grandmothers in silly party hats and dark, glittery sunglasses. In the next, they were on a beach in Florida, posing like elderly supermodels in their colorful dresses and sandals. Sarah knew that would be her and Maria one day, and she smiled.




CHAPTER THREE

He was swinging a pair of handcuffs around his finger as he came down the stairs. By Eli’s reckoning, it was Saturday, and he obviously had plans for the morning. Eli watched from the shadows and took a deep breath, silently hoping that her own plan was better.
After six hours of poking and prying and occasionally chewing at her tether, she had managed to get herself free. She'd huddled still in the darkness, not daring to try the stairs blindly. Eli might be young, but she was no fool, and she’d been in a few tough situations before. She was still scared, but now she had an idea.
After waiting for just enough light to see, she explored the acre of clutter, looking for anything sufficiently sharp or heavy to use as a weapon. An ugly, heavy stone flowerpot sat hidden in the corner, buried under old overalls and a rotting garden hose. She shook a sock and a dead mouse out of it, and she tested the weight in her hands.
Artfully piling up the old clothes where she had been sleeping, she quickly found a defensive position. When he finally appeared in the doorway, she was hidden carefully under the stairs with the botanical brain-basher in hand, waiting for her window of opportunity.
He actually started whistling cheerfully as he reached the lower steps, obviously imagining a fun-filled morning with an unwilling pre-teen. Eli grimaced in disgust but forced herself to stay silent as a stone, watching as his descending shadow crossed over her. Quiet, quiet, wait…
As Eli tightened her bone-weary, trembling grip on the flowerpot and started to raise it, the monster suddenly tripped on the hem of his sloppy, faux-silk pajama pants – which he surely thought were sexy – and tumbled down the last few steps. Falling, falling, fallen, so slowly in her eyes.
He would have been fine, just embarrassed, but he reached clumsily for the handrail on the wall and bumped the stash of jarred body parts in the alcove. The crunch and snap as the heavy glass containers tumbled down and connected with his skull – was it awful or wonderful? Eli didn't have time to decide. She allowed herself to stare at the spraying blood for three seconds, counting, and then tore her eyes away, tossed the unused flowerpot aside, and vaulted over him and up the stairs as fast as she could.
◆◆◆
 
The ice-cold fall air blew in through the front door as Eli stood looking out at the yard, shivering from both the chill and her own surprise. She'd assumed they were still close to the school, but there was nothing but forest surrounding the well-manicured lawn and house. Only an old, brown Mercedes in the driveway. No neighbors' homes or even a visible cross street. She had looked around for a phone, but he must have had it with him. Probably planning to use the camera, she thought with a shudder.
The weather had turned wintery while she had been a captive, and it was freezing outside. Eli didn't think it was below zero, but there was morning frost on the grass. It reminded her that she was barefoot and... not naked, thank goodness, but conspicuously underdressed. She wanted to run as far and fast as she could – just run! – but she couldn't leave without some kind of heavier clothing. Winter here could be brutal, and she'd freeze before she reached another house.
Forcing herself to wait a moment and look around, Eli grabbed a pair of ugly work boots. They were men's shoes, and twice her size, but she tied them tightly around her ankles. They'd have to do for the moment. Now for something warm to wear. No coats in sight, and nothing in the hall closet except some old light bulbs and a dirty orange shag rug rolled up in the corner. Why does this psycho not have a COAT?! she cried out to herself, Or even a blanket?
There was nothing else that could be wrapped around her, so she grabbed the rug, wondering if the dusty old relic had been retrieved from the junk graveyard in the basement. It had a rubber backing and wasn't warm at all, but it was the best she could do. It would surely be better than nothing while outside in the cold.
Eli could hear her kidnapper starting to stir on the basement stairs, and she rushed down the front patio steps and out into the frozen yard.




CHAPTER FOUR

Sarah walked into the kitchen and was immediately caught up in the smell of melting sugar and cooked booze. Her dad, a legendarily bad cook, was trying to fix her mother's old recipe, and the smell took her back seven years–
"Gross. Are you making pecan pie again?"
Her mother had laughed, embarrassed, and said, "Thanksgiving is tomorrow, and it's your father's favorite."
Sarah could tell she was trying not to make a face, so she had to grin back. Her mother had cultivated this recipe until it was perfect – except they both still thought it was disgusting. So sugary, and neither of them liked nuts in food. Alone, yes, but not a tooth-shocking surprise in an otherwise normal tasty dish.
But dad and his family loved it. It was their family tradition from childhood, but never made with so much flavor and spice. They questioned it at first, her mother told her. They’d been raised to expect white sugar and corn syrup and no flavor other than the browned edges of the crust.
At their first family holiday gathering together, mom had updated the crust recipe, toasted the pecans, and changed everything in between as well. She was lucky she'd had GG on her side, who nearly fainted from the cosmic, magical deliciousness, as the story went. But GG and dad still needed to cajole the rest of the family into even trying it.
To that day, they’d still raved over her lovingly updated version, which flattered her, and Sarah too, by extension.
But it was still gross.
"Don't worry, I'm making Grasshopper Pie too."
Sarah cheered in happiness and did a spontaneous little dance in the kitchen, singing "Grasshopper-hop-hop-hopper pie! Makes Mama and Sarah want to fly, fly, fly!"
Her mom had snorted with laughter and sang back "Green and black pie would make your Nani scream!" and then danced in a little circle with her arms in the air, pretending horror.
"But we love Oreos and mint chocolate ice cre-e-e-e-e-e-e-eam!"
She'd grabbed Sarah and swung her in a circle, before they both collapsed in giggles. Sarah had slung her arm around her mother's shoulder, and they'd talked through each of the dishes she'd planned, just two best girlfriends, snuggling like they'd done when Sarah was little.
Choking back a sigh at the memory, Sarah walked up and hugged her father, who was squinting at the handwritten recipe through his lab goggles. "Let me make your pecan pie, dad. We can eat the practice version tonight and make sure it's suitable for company."
◆◆◆
 
Sarah sat down in the attic window seat across from Maria, handing her a cold diet coke as she popped open her own. "My mom used to tell me, 'If you can't see where you're going, get up higher.'"
"Your mom was amazing, Sarah. That's so deep."
"Yeah, she was originally being philosophical, but it kind of became a family joke. I used to tell her I was coming up here because I couldn't see where the vacuum cleaner was going." She smiled a little ruefully and looked down from the attic window into the street below.
She'd first started coming up here when she was having trouble at school, especially with other kids picking on her, and she didn't know how to fix it. She didn't want to fight with them – mentally or physically – but couldn't figure out any way to defuse the situation. And she certainly didn't know how to make them like her, which her mother could have done easily.
"She meant that I should elevate myself above the fight, or maybe even look to a higher power. But instead I came up here to hide. This has always been my favorite part of our house. I'd stay up here for hours – just daydreaming, listening to music, and sometimes secretly trying on my mom's glamorous old clothes."
"You never told me any of this, Sarah."
"You had already moved away, and I didn't want to bother you with it. Besides, you were getting so popular, I didn't think you'd... you know, understand." Sarah tucked her dark brown hair behind her ear uneasily, and dropped her hazel eyes back to her diet coke.
They sat silently for a minute, then looked up as they heard voices outside. Two of the meanest girls from school were out in the street, complaining loudly about how they just didn't understand math and were both going to be grounded if they didn't pass Friday's test.
A small part of Sarah wanted to cheer, and yell "You deserve the be grounded, you heartless monsters!" at the girls below. Ok, most of her. Ok, for about two minutes, all of her. She might even have spiked an imaginary football and danced for a moment or two at the thought of Bitchy and Scratchy missing the Halloween dance because they failed math.
"Ugh, Hatchet and Ratchet," Maria said with an awkward smile. “They used to threaten me every day until my brother started walking with me to school.”
Sarah was stunned. "Wait, you too? So I wasn't the only one keeping depressing secrets?"
Maria shrugged, embarrassed. “It seems like forever, but we’ll go to college soon and get away from them.” She whispered toward the window, “Away from all of this.”
“I thought you loved it here, Maria?”
Sarah's mom was right again. Get up higher and you can see a million new things.




CHAPTER FIVE

As she ran down the long, frosty driveway to the street, it was obvious that Eli needed help. Standing at the mailbox and looking both ways, her initial fear was verified – there was nothing else on the dirt road for as far as she could see.
She'd need to find someone driving, she told herself. Surely no one was going to open the door of their home for some random dirty, scabby, crying girl in men's boots and a smelly old rug, who'd just stepped out of the woods like a ghost. Eli wouldn't even have let herself inside, expecting to be stabbed with a used needle or attacked by a grumpy forest pimp.
Standing still and listened for the sound of traffic, she didn't hear anything at all. Nothing but birds. Left or right? She picked right, for no reason other than it turned out of sight sooner, and she hoped there might be something around that bend. Staying close to the edge of the woods – where she could duck for cover quickly – dizzy from hunger and fear, she tried running through the deep grass but only tripped and fell. The huge boots were making her even clumsier, but at least they were warm. Scraped up but determined, she got back up and started walking.
After half a mile without finding anything, Eli was ready to turn around. Could she go back and try the other direction? Or would he already be out searching for her? It was too much to hope that he had called 911 and gone to a hospital for his head injury. She couldn't risk having him find her again. He’d just drag her back to the basement. She had to cross her fingers and keep walking.
Half an hour later, the sun was finally warming the day and taking her mind off of freezing, but it only reminded her that she hadn't eaten. Weak and clumsy, she knew she needed to find food, but her flight instinct pushed her on. Rescue first. Then pizza, she told herself. Rescue, then pizza. Just keep walking.
She walked for another ten minutes over the uneven ground, still pushed by adrenaline and fear, before exhaustion started to overtake her. She had just stepped back into the tree line to rest when she heard the crunch of tires on the dirt road. She nearly jumped out and waved her arms in her excitement before remembering that it might be him. Was almost certainly him, this far out in the country.
Staying in the woods, she crept back up cautiously to a huge pine tree – one big enough to hide her – and peeked around the edge at the road. There was the brown Mercedes rolling slowly down the road, the driver hidden behind the tinted windows. She backed away and slipped deeper into the forest.
The car stopped.
The monster climbed out of the driver's seat, looking stronger than Eli had hoped. She could see blood in his hair and smeared on his hands. Why did he stop, she wondered? Had he seen her?
She backed quietly into the woods, which darkened around her quickly. As silently as possible, she crawled into a culvert and pulled leaves over her body and head, only leaving a tiny hole to see.
It might have been ten minutes later, or an hour, but she eventually heard a car door slam. Was that him? Was it a trick?
Not willing to make a stupid mistake that would almost certainly end her life, she waited in her den of autumn leaves, warmed by the earth.
◆◆◆
 
Eli crouched as still as an oak.
The forest seemed quiet around her, but she knew she had to wait, to be sure.
Evening fell, as acorns grew and dropped from her flesh. Autumn leaves turned to gold and fell from her fingertips, and pollen scattered from her hair. Still, she waited.
A squirrel skittered past, and then a fat woodchuck, preparing for winter. She heard nothing but their tiny feet, and yet her life depended on her ears as much as their nerves. They seemed calm, so she tried to breathe slower.
A blue jay landed on a branch nearby and looked intently for bugs, but he declined to screech in alarm.
Could she be free? Eventually she would need to make a run for it and find out. For now she kept waiting.
And eventually she slept.
◆◆◆
 
When she woke up, the forest around Eli was completely dark.
She crept back toward the road to make sure the car was gone, thinking he must have given up. After a few hundred yards, though, she knew she had gotten turned around in the darkness. She couldn't find the road. Her stomach growled again as she fought against panic. It was warmer than it had been in the morning, when she'd left the house, but she knew it would get colder soon – and she still hadn't eaten.
She needed to find shelter and food quickly or she might not survive until daylight. It was so completely dark, she could barely even see the shapes of the trees around her before she crashed into them, much less anything else in her surroundings.
Eli knew she couldn't keep trying to blindly find her way back to the road because she was probably walking in circles. She tried to think of a strategy, while trying very hard not to cry. She was almost twelve, after all, and she was too old to start crying like a baby.
Her grandmother would have called this a pickle. If you find yourself in a pickle, you take a big bite, Eli could almost hear her saying. This was some big pickle. You got out of that basement, so you can figure this out too, she snapped at herself impatiently. Just think!
If she could find a landmark, something specific to follow, then she'd at least know she was going mostly straight. But there was nothing in the dark woods to guide her. She walked a little more, knowing it was pointless but hoping to see something – anything – she had missed. In her heart, she hoped it would be the light of a house, but she would take anything.
Finally, between the trees sparkled a speck of light. A house?! No, just the moon. And barely a quarter moon, even worse. Not even enough to cast a shadow.
But she would have to make it work. Following a sliver of a silvery moon was better than nothing.
She tried to keep it in her sight as long as possible, even though she lost it behind the trees every few steps. It would always reappear after a few more. She hoped against time that it wouldn't set before she found help. Eli wished she knew how to tell when that would happen. Is there a moonrise and moonset time? There must be. She swore to herself that she'd look it up, if she ever got home.
Just in case, she promised the moon, too.
"Don't leave me now, moon," she whispered. "You're all I've got. I promise to find out all about you, if you'll just take me somewhere safe tonight."
She shook her head at her own silliness and told herself not to be childish.
But the moon wasn't the only one who heard her.
"Ow. Dammit."
Something in the miserable, dangerous darkness poked her in the face, less than an inch from her still swollen and scabby right eye. She wished again that she could take twenty seconds to just sit down and cry, but there was no time for that nonsense.
Was it starting to get light? She thought she could see the sky turning slightly less black against the tops of the trees. Might as well sit down to wait, at least, instead of stabbing myself in the face with more branches, she told herself.
Gradually, she could see the world emerge around her.
There. Something white against the fallen leaves.
She stood up, back braced against the scraping bark of a tree – sore from walking, joints frozen from the cold, and starving. Leave it to me, to finally escape from my prison and end up dying in the woods instead. Good job.
But she couldn't go back there, and starving was... well, starving obviously was an option. But not a really good one.
She should have crawled, Eli reminded herself stupidly as she stumbled, bending down to reach for the white thing. Wondering why she even cared what it was. Falling to one knee – in queasiness, not joy.
A paper airplane?
She picked it up and staggered back to her supporting tree. It wasn't like the simple airplanes that they’d learned to make in school, but still seemed to be a child's creation. But a smart child. Formed from a dozen folds, not four.
Surely this was what had poked her – it was too clean and dry to have been outdoors for very long. She wondered where it could have come from, though. Deep in the woods, there was no room for it to fly. So unless it was a paper airplane-shaped drone, the fact that it had managed to even arrive at her unguarded eyeball was a minor miracle. As her exhausted and hunger-addled brain threatened to run away with that abstract thought, she finally noticed there was handwriting in one of the folds.
She knew she needed to keep moving but couldn't resist checking. Unfolding the airplane carefully, she could already see that the writing was in imperfect, childish sharpie marker, written in a hurry.
"Look up."
Eli frowned at the note and lifted her head slowly, so tired. And right there, on a slight rise in the leaf-carpeted floor of the woods, was a house.




CHAPTER SIX

"Your father tells me you're going to the hospital with some other kids from school," Sarah’s mom said, pulling a Belgian waffle out of the press as Sarah walked into the kitchen. She had to work too, so it was just the two of them at the counter – early on Saturday morning, with the sun barely beginning to light the sky.
She slid the plated waffle across to Sarah, who loaded it up with strawberries, syrup, and about a gallon of Kool Whip. Her mother crinkled up her nose as she watched her bite into the first crunchy, gooey, creamy forkful.
To her, it was the most grotesque thing ever fed to a human. And yet, she prepared it happily for Sarah any weekend morning that they had time alone together.
"It's for a group that Mrs. Gregory, my Creative Writing teacher, works with. They go to the local hospitals and let the sick kids hang out with these special therapy dogs."
Her mom took a fresh waffle out of the press for herself and sliced a fresh peach onto the top. No sugar, no syrup, no nothing. Sometimes Sarah wondered if they were really related.
"It's mostly golden retrievers, but there's a beagle mix that I really like. His name's Roscoe. When they came to school, he sat on my lap and licked my face."
"It's been proven that interaction with animals can increase healing and reduce pain, at least psychologically." She bit into a slice of peach with a curious look on her face. "I can't imagine how you'd keep a hospital sterile with all of those shedding, drooling animals around. But I'm sure they manage..."
"Mom!"
She laughed and grabbed a sugary strawberry off Sarah’s plate – popping it into her mouth with a sudden look of surprise. "I think my brain just exploded from sugar overload, but that's actually tastier than I remember. And if you come home with a strange dog tonight, I'll trade you both in for a hamster."
Sarah laughed out loud at the goofy threat, but insisted, "You'd love a dog, mom! You told me how you'd sneak away to feed the strays in Mumbai when all of the other kids were afraid."
"Remind me not to tell you my secrets anymore, little bug," she laughed. "We'll have a family conference and see what your father thinks. It would be nice to have a dog around again. A protective and caring companion that doesn't... eat weird food!" She wrinkled up her nose at the Kool Whip. "What is this stuff?"
"You don't want to know."
"Yes, I'm certain that's true," she laughed. "I'll see you tonight, my little sugarberry princess."
She kissed her daughter on the forehead to avoid the syrupy mess, hugged her neck, and breezed out the door to work.
That was the last time Sarah ever saw her.
◆◆◆
 
After Sarah's mom died, it quickly became clear to her that Maria was the only one who understood her. Her dad loved her, but Maria was the only one who made her feel like... like it wasn't just Sarah versus The World. Like someone was on her team for keeps, win or lose.
Sarah's mom and Maria's mom had been the superstars on their team at work – the ones who always made the smartest decisions and had the most ingenious ideas. The ones everyone admired. McGynn had their own private school for the employees' kids, so the girls had seen each other in class, of course. But when the two brilliant moms introduced their young daughters at home, they quickly became best friends too.
Sarah liked Maria immediately for her kindness and sense of humor. As they grew up together, she learned to love her subtle geekiness.
At first, she protected Maria from the school bullies. But by the time they were in fourth grade, Maria was far more popular – and suddenly a thousand times prettier, Sarah thought to herself.
Maria could have simply ascended the school hierarchy and thrown Sarah to the wolves, but she was never that kind of snob. To call her "loyal" would cheaply discount their friendship. She was a true friend and hilarious ally. They laughed themselves into coughing fits at sleepovers and wept together at school mistreatment.
Sarah's family adored Maria as much as she did, and Maria loved them back like a second daughter. A handpicked sister.
Sarah always hated school when she was younger, and she hated reading too. Maria was the one who taught her that she wasn't stupid (her mother never realized that Sarah needed to learn that, always quietly certain that she was brilliant), and she just hadn't found the right books and subjects yet.
"What do you mean, you hate books?" Maria asked one day at school, looking up from picking at their mediocre elementary school lunch. She didn't look angry, just confused – like she suspected Sarah might be crazy. Possibly dangerously crazy.
"Just what I said. I hate everything they assign us."
"Oh," her friend sighed. "Listen Sarah, you can't go by that. Teachers just don't know what's good. Finding the right book is just like finding the right ice cream. But with more experimentation and less brain freeze."
Sarah rolled her eyes as grotesquely and obnoxiously as possible at her loveable nerdiness, but Maria wasn't watching.
As they walked home from school later, Sarah thought how funny it was that such a pretty, smart girl would be friends with her. With her weird family and slipping grades and... I must seem so stupid to her, she sometimes thought, but she knew it wasn’t really true. Maria always treated Sarah like she was smart. Like they were equals. Like she really just liked her.
She was completely oblivious to the fact that Maria might feel exactly the same way about her, of course.
Maria returned to Sarah's house that night with The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe, The Wizard of Oz (which they had watched on television before), and a few other books. She dumped them on her bed and told her to start reading that night and report back the next morning on the way to school – exactly like a tiny drill sergeant.
Sarah grudgingly opened one called The Hobbit after finishing her other homework – and fell asleep around 2am with the reading light still on.




CHAPTER SEVEN

As she stumbled through the front door of the mysterious house, clutching the wet and cold orange rug around herself protectively, Eli was stunned at how clean and bright the room seemed. The place looked dirty and ramshackle from the outside, so much so that she thought it might have been abandoned, but as she walked in, it felt cozy and welcoming. Gas lanterns lit the walls, and a fireplace burned in the next room.
A white-haired older man in a dark suit stepped forward toward the entryway – catching her as she staggered. His gentle, deeply lined face was creased with obvious worry for at her appearance.
"Miss Elizabeth, are you all right?"
She looked at the strange man with confusion, but she couldn't think clearly enough to form an appropriate response. How did he—?
He pulled a spotless white handkerchief from his breast pocket and applied it to her wounded eye as he helped her sit down on a padded bench. She resisted for a moment, not wanting to bleed on the surprisingly lovely fabric, but it was such a relief to sit before she fell.
"Can you please get a doctor?" she asked, hesitantly.
"I'll send a runner for the doc, Miss Elizabeth, but of course you know I fought in the Lighters' War. You've heard that story too many times, I'm sure. Tell me where you're hurt. I can help.
"Tommy and Archer, get in here," he shouted over his shoulder, with more concern than volume. The two boys must have been waiting nearby, because they scurried in immediately with worried faces.
"Right here, Tobias," one of them answered. "How can we help?"
In the back of her mind, Eli knew that several things were wrong. In her defense, though, she was woozy from her injuries, dangerously dehydrated, and near starvation. It all seemed like a bizarre dream.
How did he know…? Where is the…? Why isn’t there a…? Her mind spun helplessly. Instead, she focused on wondering why he’d sent the two older boys outside for homemade painkillers from a nearby doctor instead of busting out a simple bottle of pills.
To make the ordeal even weirder, the older man told Eli that he would talk to the housekeeper and ask her to make them both some chicken soup. Then he opened a tarnished metal box on the hall desk, the words “Signal Corps” printed on the side, and pulled out a large, black plastic object the size of Eli's forearm. He cranked a big handle on the side of the box, and he... spoke to the housekeeper.  Eli could hear the woman's voice, so she knew he'd called her somehow – even though he didn't have a cell phone and there didn't seem to be any electricity in the house.
Before she could get worried, though, an adorable woman in a flowered dress was running up the stairs, asking how she could help. Soon she was attending to Eli's every last need, cleaning and dressing her injuries and washing her face gently. Eli swore to herself that she would remember to ask the older man about that strange device – maybe he could call her grandmother on it, too – but then the boys were back, and the woman was helping her finish a bowl of hot soup with the most wonderful noodles.
Between the soup and the medicine on her so very empty stomach, Eli was asleep almost before she could finish eating.
◆◆◆
 
Her head was pounding, and her right eye was swollen and crusted up with blood again. Was it all a dream? I was finally brave and lucky enough to take my one chance of escaping and it wasn't even real?!
Eyes tearing up in misery, Eli slowly, cautiously dropped her head to the side and forced her left eye open a little, expecting to see the familiar basement shelves and grotesque jars in the dim light of the darkened window. Instead, a young woman sat by her side, silently reading. In the early morning light, her skin did appear yellowish, as if she too was hidden in the shadows of the gruesome basement, but this wasn't the prison where Eli had been a captive.
The young woman didn't look at her, didn't notice that she had opened her eyes. Friend or foe? Since Eli didn't know how she'd gotten to this room and had only a vague memory of leaving the forest, she couldn’t be sure. Glancing around carefully, she looked to see if there was a potential weapon nearby, but there was nothing. Only her pillow, and she decided that a surprise pillow attack would be a bad idea, no matter whether the woman was kind or cold-hearted.
Since she had no other options, and the young woman didn't seem to be a serial killer – calmly reading a book that Eli hoped wasn’t a cookbook for roasting up young girls – she gave up on waiting to be noticed and sighed rather loudly.
"Oh, you're awake!" the woman yelped and leapt to her feet. Without another word, she ran for the door and was gone. At the shout, Eli's pounding headache washed back in, knocking her blissfully unconscious again.
◆◆◆
 
Well, I'm certainly safer than I was yesterday, Eli thought to herself, trying to stay positive. But that would be true even if I had been dumped into the lion's den at the zoo. She stifled a self-pitying sigh and reconsidered her luck. She was theoretically safe now, under a solid roof where no one was hurting her. Well fed. Medically treated.
She touched a sore spot on her face and found that someone had apparently stitched up the gash beside her eye while she was out cold. The flesh felt strangely stretched but didn't hurt, and she could see a little better from her right eye. Definitely safer then yesterday, she thought again.
Then someone knocked on the door and she jumped out of her skin.
Wait. Knocked?
"Um." She took a moment to wrap herself up in blankets, still disoriented, while wondering if she really had control over who entered the room. "Come in?"
A middle-aged woman in an old-fashioned frock opened the door, walked into the room, and bowed toward her – kindly but not subserviently.
"Good morning, dear. Welcome to Ravenwood, at last. I hope you slept middlingly. Must've been a fright, o'course. Can I get you something for breakfast, m'love?"
"Um... I..."
"Poor dear," she walked into the room and sat down on a small table that clearly wasn't intended as a seat. "We have eggs and bacon and the like." She paused for a moment while she patted Eli's hand gently. "And we have some Outworlder gadgetry in the kitchen, since we're so close to the southern portal here, so we could make you some... warfles?"
Eli must have looked bewildered.
"Did I say it wrong? I didn't mean to offend." She blushed ferociously and jerked back on her seat away from the girl, as if bitten.
"No! No, you said it fine!" Eli leaned over as well as she could, shocked by the woman's sudden reaction, and grabbed her hand. "Waffles. Uh, Warfles. Would be wonderful, please. Perfect. And I'd love an egg too, if it's not too much trouble?"
She beamed a smile at Eli in obvious happiness and perhaps a touch of relief. "We'd be so happy to fix an egg for you, little one." She noticed that the woman had tears in her eyes but couldn't imagine why. "Potatoes?"
Eli slumped back against the headboard. Her favorite, and a reminder of her mom in the old days at the diner. "Potatoes would be amazing," she whispered.
The woman grinned a teary-eyed smile that could have stopped the world's orbit, and ran off down the hall, presumably toward the kitchen.
After breakfast in bed, the kindly woman, who introduced herself as Bitsy, insisted that she sleep again, and Eli was still too weak to argue.
She regretted missing most of the day, waking only when they called for her, but felt much better for it that evening.
Her homemade stitches were still itching a little as Eli sat down to dinner. Everyone at the table – everyone in the whole house – continued the strange behavior of acting as if they had known her for years. No, that's not exactly right. Everyone knew her. It wasn't an act. But she couldn't understand how.
And if it was all some big mistake, she didn’t want to risk being tossed back out into the cold.
"Are you feeling any better, Miss Elizabeth?" the cook asked. Maggie. Maggie, who had nursed her back from the brink, doctored her, and fed her. "I added bone broth to the soup to help you heal faster. Is it too hot?"
"No, no, it's perfect," she replied, trying to sound as thankful as she felt but not as completely baffled and weirded-out as she also found herself. The soup was, honestly, the best thing she'd eaten in years – which wasn't saying much, considering her home life lately. Every bit of meat and vegetable was perfectly cooked, exactly the way she liked it, as if it had been made especially for her.
"We'll need to swap out her bandages this evening," the older man told Maggie. Tobias, who had rescued her, and who had fought in the Lighters' War – whatever that was.
Even after all that had happened, all of her recent terror, her heart told her to run toward this peculiar old man, not away from him. She felt safe, and trusted him instinctively.
"But since you don't have a fever and your stitches don't feel hot, I won't rush you," he added to Eli, with a kind smile.
Mirabella, the young woman who had been reading in her room when she first awoke, joined them for dinner. In the brighter gas lantern lights downstairs, Eli could see that it hadn't been an illusion. The girl's skin really was pale yellow, and her hair was the dark and icy blue of a winter sky.
“How do you…? I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but how does everyone know my name?”
“Oh, but we’ve been waiting for you, Miss Elizabeth. We knew you were coming, you understand,” Maggie explained gently. Eli didn’t understand at all, thank you very much, but all of her other questions seemed either stupid or rude.
Instead, she changed the subject. “I do have a headache,” she mentioned. “I know you don’t seem to have any medicine for headaches, but—"
"Don't worry, dear. Tobias will send the boys out to the doctor for a tincture," Maggie quickly told her.
"You mustn't hesitate to tell us if you're hurt, child." She patted Eli's hand, reassuringly. "The doctor collects many of his herbs from our garden and woods, so he doesn't charge us for supplies. Especially not for you, of course!" she added with a laugh. "He's looking forward to finally meeting you, when you feel up to seeing guests."
Eli felt another surge of surreal confusion, wondering how the doctor could possibly care about meeting a strange, bedraggled little girl, but decided to leave the question for later. She was still painfully hungry, and dinner needed her attention – this delicious soup was getting cold. She thought she could smell apple pie somewhere nearby, too. Other thoughts slipped from her mind as the woman from breakfast, Bitsy, brought out a fresh, steaming basket of homemade dinner rolls.




CHAPTER EIGHT

“Yum, Pad Thai and spicy coconut soup. Thanks for stopping, Dad!”
“It means I don’t have to cook,” he joked. Plus, soccer practice had run late, and they were both tired.
As they walked back to the car from Thai One On with their takeout, they passed a small clothing store, and Sarah paused. She needed something cute to wear for Thanksgiving, two weeks away, since her cousins were coming to town.
The dresses might have been a little short for her style, but the jewel-tone colors caught her eye, and she stepped back for a look.
It was after dark and the shop was closed, so it would only have taken a second, but her father snapped at her.
"Why are you always so interested in clothes and boys, Sarah? You're wasting your abilities. You could do so much more with your intelligence and skill..."
He stopped, probably wishing he hadn't spoken. But it was too late.
"Gee, I'm so very sorry I can't be perfect like Maria, Dad."
"Sarah! What?! You know that's not what I—"
"Some of us aren't flawless and brilliant and great at everything we try," she snarled. "But she's exactly like you, so of course you'd prefer her for a daughter."
He reached for her, but she yanked her arm away and ran to the corner of the shopping center. Without looking back, she turned into the subdivision behind it. The expression on his distraught and worried face was already burned into her memory, but she kept running into the woods.
The restaurant wasn’t far from Maria's house, and suddenly she was the only person Sarah wanted to see. She knew she'd be in trouble when she got home, but she just kept running until she got to the house.
Sarah dried her tears before knocking on the door, expecting to be scolded, but found Mrs. Robles surprised and happy to see her. She was the mentor for the school robotics club, and she was experimenting with a project on the kitchen counter, but she called Sarah over and gave her a one-armed hug. Maria's little brother Javier was watching tv on the couch and waved at her too. Obviously Sarah’s dad hadn't called their house yet. He must still be looking for her at the restaurant.
Maria came down the stairs with her half-grown German Shepherd puppy, Sirius, bounding at her heels.
"Hi Sarah! I was just going to take Sirius for a walk before it gets too dark."
"Perfect, I'll come with you," Sarah replied, suddenly cheered up. After all, she wasn't mad at Maria. Her beautiful and smart best friend might make her feel a little insecure sometimes, but it was her father’s fawning over her that made Sarah crazy.
She hugged Sirius cozily and scratched his floppy ears while Maria tied her shoes.
"Are you ok?" Maria asked as soon as they were out the door. So she had noticed, after all.
"Yeah, I just got in a fight with my dad."
"And you came all the way over here?"
"Oh, no," Sarah answered, looking around. She had forgotten how far she was from home, and it was almost dark. She'd need to call her dad for a ride back, which meant more fighting. "We were at the Thai place on the corner."
"So what were you fighting about? Your grades again? He knows you're smarter than you act, you know... unlike my dad. That's why he expects to you to do better." It didn't sound like an accusation, somehow, when it was coming from Maria.
"It wasn't my grades, it was just..." Sarah knew she couldn't tell Maria about the real reason she had been angry. "It was nothing."
"Well, Sirius needs a long walk, and you obviously need to talk. Let's cut through the park, and that will get you halfway home."
It was a familiar path across Maria's neighborhood to the park in the center of the McGynn community. The lush green space was owned and maintained by the company, and it was well-lit and beautiful. Sirius sniffed around the swing sets and climbing gyms, while the girls talked about parents and dogs and growing up.
They had just started to walk again when it started to snow. It seemed to have gotten colder as it grew darker, but the fresh snow made the night seem brighter.
A giant Canadian goose abruptly attracted Sirius' attention, and he barked and pulled at his leash to chase it.
"No way, Sirius. That goose would tear you up, tough guy. You're staying with—"
Suddenly he lunged and the leash snapped, and Sirius was off like a shot. He raced after the goose, which took flight across the park to the basketball courts, and the deserted softball field, and finally into the woods.
"Oh no! Sirius!" Maria screamed. "No, come back! Sirius!"
The girls ran after him, across the huge park and into the woods, knowing it would soon be too dark to find the German Shepherd in the shadowy forest. But he was well-trained. Sarah was sure he'd come to Maria as soon as he'd lost interest in the goose.
It was much too dark to see him in the forest, but he did finally come trudging back, obviously ashamed of disobeying his young mistress. They could hear him crunching toward them through the dead leaves and fallen twigs, until his fuzzy face appeared in the dim light.
"You stupid dog, you had me scared to death," Maria panted, tired from chasing him and emotionally exhausted. She hugged him tightly and kissed the top of his head. "Let's go home, this walk is over."
She turned to walk back to the park, but stopped in her tracks, looking around.
"It's this way," Sarah pointed.
"No, we're both turned around, but I think it's this way," Maria pointed the way she had been heading.
"Did the power go out? Where are all of the lights from the park?" Sarah walked about ten steps away, looking to see if something had blocked the lights, and when she turned back, Maria and Sirius were gone.
Everything was gone.
They were in the middle of the city, but the city was gone. No fancy private park. No cheesy strip mall, no smell of fast food restaurants, no ugly yellowish glow from the streetlights.  Nothing but trees.
Sarah questioned her confused brain and her sense of direction for what felt like an hour. It was dark, but not so dark that she couldn't easily have found her way back. But her way back was gone.
"Maria! Where are you?!" she yelled.
"Sirius! Come here, boy!" Nothing.
Only cold wind whispering in the trees, and then silence. Sarah had her cell phone with her, so she wasn't worried at first.
No matter how she held it, though, she wasn't getting a signal. They walked through the park all the time, and she had never lost cell service here before. It seemed rustic and woodsy, but it was actually right in the middle of their huge gated community. One of the biggest software companies in the world was less than a mile away.
Maybe there really was a power outage, and it had taken out the cell service as well as the park lighting.
Sarah couldn't remember the lights and cellular both going out before, except once in a blizzard – but it wasn't impossible.
"Maria! This isn't funny, I'm cold and I want to go home. My dad's going to be really mad. MARIA!"
As young kids, they'd been taught in school, if you ever got lost in a strange place, to stand still and wait for someone to find you. Sarah tried to concentrate on that thought, and she leaned against a tree and waited for as long as she could stand it. Her phone said it had only been fifteen minutes, but she didn't notice. It felt like hours.
Finally, when her teeth were chattering and the snow was falling hard enough to stick on the ground, she started walking into the woods again – knowing it could only be a few hundred yards in any direction until she came to a house.
"Maria!! Sirius!!"




CHAPTER NINE

That night, Mirabella showed Eli the way up to her room. Someone must have carried her the night before because it seemed like an impossible maze. The house, while not overly large, had so many strange corridors and passageways, Eli had to take note of paintings and furniture to get her bearings.
She had been around the house enough to confirm that there was no electricity and no running water, but no one else seemed to miss it. She wondered again how far away from home she must have travelled – much farther than the monster’s basement lair.
"I left you a few books, in case you want to read – if your headache is feeling better?" Mirabella asked, handing Eli a candle in a decorative glass holder. 
"My head feels much better, thank you. And thanks for the books, too. You've all been so kind, I don't know—"
But her guide waved off the thought. "We're all happy to make you feel at home and safe, Miss Elizabeth. Can I get you anything else?"
Eli told her she was fine and was finally left alone with her thoughts and a big cozy bed. Just as she was lying back under the covers with a borrowed book, exhausted from the strangeness of the day, she saw movement in the corner of the room.
When she turned to look, though, there was nothing. She went back to the book, but a moment later, she was sure she'd glimpsed a girl. Just out of her view, by the closed door. Again, when she turned her head, only the door and a small cabinet met her eyes. Weird.
It seemed odd, but it had been an odd day, to say the least. She read for a short time, and then blew out the candle and fell soundly asleep.
She slept like a stone until the sun was up and the house was awake and working. She opened her eyes and started to stretch – this time there could be no mistake. A young girl, just a few years older than Eli, was standing at the foot of the bed. She had pale blue eyes, snowy skin, and her hair was almost silver, and she was watching Eli intently.
"Oh, hello," Eli said quietly.
The girl's eyes popped wide open in surprise, and she immediately vanished.
Eli jumped out of bed as quickly as her still-aching body would allow, and she threw off her nightgown. She grabbed the nearest clothes, dressed in a flash, and ran down the stairs like her hair was on fire.
She immediately stopped Tobias by the door, who was startled to see her and worried about the look on her face.
"I don't mean to alarm you, but I think there's a ghost in this house," she told him as calmly as possible, suddenly realizing how crazy it sounded. "Upstairs."
He looked at Eli quizzically, so she felt like she had to defend her obviously strange statement.
"I don't even believe in ghosts. I can't believe I just said that. But I saw it. Her. I saw her. Just now. In my room."
"Your room?" he asked, his elderly face crinkling with curiosity. "Oh, you mean Sunflower," he sighed. "She's not a ghost."
Her pale blonde head suddenly popped out of the wall next to his shoulder. "Am too!"
Eli stifled a scream and backed into the banister noisily.
"Sunflower," Tobias groaned, clearly exasperated.
"Boo!"
"Sunflower, you can't go around scaring guests in the house. And I distinctly remember asking you to harvest some rosemary and elderflowers for Maggie, which I didn't see this morning. Where are they?"
"I, um... Give me twenty minutes, boss..." and she disappeared.
He turned back to Eli. "She's not a ghost, she's just out of her time. It makes her that sort of..." He waved his hands in the air, gesturing at her impermanence. "Wispy. But she's not dead, so don't let her scare you."
Eli blinked a few times in obvious confusion, but honestly, it wasn't the weirdest thing she'd heard in the past few days.
"She's very immature and will likely always stay that way. But she can be very helpful in these woods. Sometimes. When she feels like it. And when she's not scaring our guests. And the neighbors. And the livestock."




CHAPTER TEN

Sarah was born in New York, so winters were pretty predictable to her – but her mother had always been fascinated with snow. There was no snow in the part of India where she'd lived as a child, and even though she moved to New England in her late teens, she never experienced a real blizzard until after she was married and they moved to Scarsdale.
One of Sarah's earliest memories was of being bundled up in about fifty-four layers of clothing and coats and mittens and hats and scarves and boots while sitting in two inches of snow in their back yard. Her mother gently touched a few perfect snowflakes to her tongue, smiling – and as happy as Sarah could ever remember seeing her, teaching her the same amazement.
When they had a snow day from school at McGynn, her mother would place a giant glass bowl on the back porch to collect the snow when it started to fall. When it was overflowing, she would mix condensed milk and vanilla into it quickly, and they'd eat the whole bowl before it melted. They sat together inside the warm house in Cordele, gleefully watching the snow pile up outside.
Her mother was never afraid of snow. Just fascinated and enchanted, like a child.
Sarah had never been afraid either, until now, when she was quickly freezing to death.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Mirabella caught Eli crying for her grandmother the next morning, and she told Maggie, who told Tobias, who told the boys. By noon, they were all ready with warm clothes and Tobias' old compass from the war, to start looking for the way back.
“I want to make sure you understand that Ravenwood isn’t in the same… realm as your home,” Tobias explained, drawing her aside, as he tried to break the news gently. The portal was not easy for everyone to understand.
Eli didn’t reply, just waited for him to continue.
“We’ll go out looking for your home – and your grandmother – every day, for as long as you’d like. As long as it takes. But she is on the other side of the portal. Do you know what that means, Miss Elizabeth?”
Eli squinted her eyes at him. “Bitsy mentioned the portal. Is it a door? Like in a storybook?”
“Smart girl!” Tobias cheered. “Yes, it’s very much like an invisible door.”
Eli nodded. “So we’re not in New York. I knew we weren’t.” She sighed with acceptance, and looked up at Tobias. “Can you find my way back?”
“I can’t make that promise. We can’t control the portal. But let’s go look.”
Eli nodded silently, looking sad but determined, and then went to join the boys outside the front door.
They'd known that she would be homesick, of course, but didn't want to pressure her into searching until she requested it herself. Some of the people who crossed did ultimately find their way back, although that was certainly more the exception than the rule. Most eventually gave up and decided to stay – but most were not children.
Tommy and Archer led the way, since they knew these woods the best, and they scouted out the unusual places that they thought seemed the most mystical, like the hidden waterfall and the old abandoned hermit's cave. The boys had never seen any opening or portal to Eli's world while visiting these places before, but they hoped that she might trigger it somehow.
And perhaps they thought that if she loved these seemingly magical spots, she might not mind so much if she had to stay.
But these were only lovely and interesting places to stop and admire and discuss. They were not Eli’s ticket home.
They spent the whole afternoon looping through the woods, beating the bushes, and calling out loud for a door to appear, or for someone in another world to hear them and reply.
By sunset, Eli was exhausted and had to be carried back by Tommy. They spoke little at dinner, and Tobias watched sadly as Eli climbed the stairs alone to go to bed. He vowed that they would keep looking, but suspected they would continue to fail. He knew the little girl missed her grandmother, the only family she had left, but hoped she wouldn’t be too despondent.
Eli was ready to go back out the next morning, and they all spent another day searching. And the next day, and the next.
By the following week, it seemed like she was beginning to give up, searching for shorter hours each day, but she also appeared to be coming out of her sadness a bit. She followed the boys around like a little sister, asking about their chores and playing with the mouser's kittens.
None of them could bear the thought of seeing her leave. The lost little girl was so endearing to them all. But if her return home was inevitable, Tobias thought he might know someone who could help her.
◆◆◆
 
Another week later, Tobias nodded to Maggie and then shooed her away as Eli came down the stairs. He then asked her to sit on the small couch where she'd first rested when she arrived.
"Miss Elizabeth, you've probably noticed that everyone has been especially busy lately. The truth is, we need to leave."
Eli had noticed the extra activity but didn't understand what he was saying. "What?!” she gasped, tears springing to her eyes. “But I haven't found my way home yet, Tobias. There might not even be a way home. You can’t leave me alone—"
With a shocked look on his gentle face, Tobias continued, "You misunderstand me, Miss. You would come with us.” He knelt down and took her hands calmly. “There is another home in the north – Graedon Hall, as it's called, in the region of Vrana – far away from this border. We would be returning there, to our home. Those are our people. You would stay with us and travel to join them as well."
Eli sat still and held his hand, thinking. The idea was frightening – to leave this area, where she might possibly find her way home. And yet, after all this time they had found nothing, and even the boys seemed to have given up hope.
And frankly, going on a journey sounded fun. She wondered if her grandmother was still looking for her and hoped she'd one day hear about how hard these people had tried to help her get home. But if she couldn't return, then of course she would need to stay with this new family. The first real, whole family she’d had in a long time.
She was nervous, but she looked up from her shoes and nodded at Tobias silently.
"Good girl, Miss Elizabeth. That's the spirit!"
Maggie rushed around the corner from where she had been hiding and pulled Eli to her feet. "You'll love the big house, Miss Elizabeth. There are other children your age, and a big kitchen. And horses! Have you ever seen a real horse in your world? They're lovely, and you can feed them carrots, and..."
Maggie continued chattering happily as she took Eli upstairs to tell Mirabella the good news.
Mirabella was thrilled to hear that Eli would be joining them, but there were only a few days left to prepare. Eli would need travelling clothes, at least two dresses suitable for staying in fine homes along the way, and a good pair of shoes – Mirabella was flustered just thinking about it.
"Why do we need to leave so soon?" Eli finally asked. "It seems like everyone is so rushed."
"There's a problem up at the big house," she explained. "When we were growing up, the Duke and Duchess who controlled the area were very kind, and their children played with all of us," Mirabella explained while she gathered Eli's clothes to be cleaned. "We didn't realize that their family was royal until we were old enough to understand taxation and the like." She waved away the complicated thought with her hand. "They were good people, and they always took care of us when other regions threatened to take our land."
Eli had settled down to listen. Mirabella was friendly, but quiet, and she had never spoken so many words at once.
"The old family died recently. I don't know the whole story, but a new queen took over. Well, she calls herself Queen. I suppose she's not a royal, really, but she's taking over the land. They say she's killed some people..." Mirabella stopped, uncomfortable with the subject but obviously personally upset.
Eli nodded, waiting for her to go on.
"So, well, we need to go help them. That's all." She ended her heartfelt speech abruptly and went back to silently collecting laundry.
Eli couldn't begin to imagine how a butler, a cook, a housemaid, and an eleven-year-old girl were going to defeat a murderous queen. But if Mirabella felt that strongly about it, Eli was all in.
Besides, it’s not like I have a choice, she reminded herself.
"We'll be traveling in a sort of caravan," Maggie explained the next morning during breakfast. "It's a long journey, but it's fun because we'll be riding with friends we haven't seen all season."
"A caravan?" Eli hadn't seen any cars, or vehicles of any kind.
"And we'll be guarded, of course, because the road can be treacherous. We each have our own guard assigned, who come to collect us every time we travel. So they're like friends too. They'll assign you a female guard, of course, since you'll be together all the time. It wouldn't be proper for you to have a male guard at your age."
"My own guard?"
Maggie nodded excitedly. "There are bandits on the road sometimes, and it can be dangerous." Maggie realized how this sounded when she saw Eli's nervous expression. "But don't worry! They keep us very safe. And it's all laughing and talking with friends, and they'll bring special food and sweets to eat on the road, and sometimes they bring wine, and even chocolate, and there's..."
Maggie continued on with her exuberant, non-stop flow of cheerful babbling about how thrilling it would be, while Eli tried not to imagine highway robbers lurking in the dark woods.




CHAPTER TWELVE

The Collector walked out of her warm hut and into the icy morning, prepared to gather whatever she found. Anything she wanted, anything she could trade.
It had started snowing late during the evening before, but it hadn't accumulated enough to spoil her search.
She quickly found some walnuts she could take. She wouldn't take tree nuts as small as an acorn unless it was a famine period, but some people liked walnuts. Not her. But some.
She found paper cups and plastic bags that had blown in from the outer world while the portal was open. She collected them separately and would keep the sturdiest – then dump the rest back on the other side, when she next had the chance.
Here was a pair of jeans and one shoe, which she might be able to trade. She'd keep the one shoe in case she found its mate, but she had a few one-legged buyers, too.
After half an hour of searching, she was ready to turn back when she heard something stir in the dead leaves.
In the crunchy late-autumn morning, she approached as quietly as she could – which wasn't very – and pondered the shivering lump. It could be a dog, which might be sold for protection or possibly food, but most couldn't pay that much. It might be a baby bear, which would be... problematic.
She hesitated for a few moments before poking it with her cane, and it suddenly woke up. Screaming.
It lurched toward her, screeching, "Haalp muh, aicuhn fainmewehom! Aimsuhcohl!" It grabbed the hem of her coat briefly, before collapsing back to the ground.
The Collector couldn't understand the creature and was horrified at being touched. She backed away stumbling, sprayed it with an aerosolized mixture of chili peppers, alcohol, and dried dung, and then stood back until it stopped screaming.
She wasn't gentle, dragging the unconscious creature back to her home. The beast was out like a light, and it was too cold to stay outside in the icy weather. Once inside, the Collector tried washing off some of the foul-smelling spray.
After leaving it in front of the fire to dry, she went to her receipt cabinet to look for a buyer. She knew of at least one prospect but could also vaguely remember someone leaving an outstanding offer a few years ago.
Books, glassware, cats, dogs, eaglets, fairies (live or dead), goblins, here it was... humans. One sold during the reign of King George for two tomato plants and a goat. But that was an old man of thirty, and this one was quite young. Hard to judge age when she wasn't overly familiar with the species, and it looked female. She thought she could get more for it.
She'd send the boy to the pavilion in the morning, to make contact with the buyers. In the meantime, she would need to clean the disgusting thing in order to fetch a good price.
◆◆◆
 
Sarah opened her eyes and immediately wished she hadn't. Her head was throbbing, and she could feel a lump forming on her aching temple without even touching it. Her fingers and toes burned from being out in the cold, and they felt badly frostbitten. Her clothes and hair stank like something dead, which almost made her gag, but she also knew she was lucky to be alive. Hopefully.
She was in an unfamiliar makeshift bed – just a straw-filled mattress on the floor, with thick, rough, patchwork blankets – and she turned to see an old woman sitting in a chair next to her. She didn't speak but handed Sarah a cup of tea. No, not tea. It smelled like ginger and turmeric, brewed in broth with other herbs. Like her mother used to make when she was sick as a child. This had cayenne or something hotter in it, too. 
It tasted like heaven and history when she swallowed the first sip. The woman obviously expected her to cough from the peppers, but it was delicious. She clutched the hot cup in her burning cold hands to warm them and inhaled the steam deeply, remembering the smells and dazedly thinking of the home she had lost – the home she had run from willingly.
Sarah forced herself to be strong as she finished the last of the potent brew and handed the cup back to the old woman, thanking her from the bottom of her heart. She was already sleepy again but feeling a bit stronger, and she fell back asleep almost before she could close her eyes.
It was probably really only tepid, Sarah knew, but it had been so long since she'd felt hot water, it seemed scalding enough to melt her bones.
Not just that the weather had been cold outside – she was shivering harder from the internal crystalizing horror that she couldn't go back. Dad would never want me back after the way I acted, she told herself. Her phone was long gone, anyway – lost somewhere out in the endless forest.
The old woman had just poured a third pot of boiling water into the tub and gestured angrily, hurrying Sarah to undress and jump in before it got cold. Her old clothes were in ruins from being stuck in the woods, so she was only wearing a scratchy wool robe. As she dropped it and jumped into the makeshift bath – too small for anyone but the old woman or herself – it felt scorching for a second, and then it became the most blissful thing she could remember in her entire life.
Sarah would swear she could actually hear her skeleton crackle and pop, as the heat penetrated her muscles and joints. She took a deep breath and sank beneath the surface, curling up on the bottom of the small tub to allow the heat to soak feeling back into her icy fingers and toes.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"Darling, stop wiggling."
"I can't. I'm sorry, it itches."
The cute but vexing young tailor, who was fixing the hem of Eli's gown, intentionally poked her with a pin.
"Ow! Hey!"
"I said stop fidgeting. You're not making it less itchy or helping me finish faster."
She swore at him, and he laughed. "Better. More obscenities and less twitching, please."
Eli caught her reflection in the mirror and rolled her eyes, but as much as she hated dresses, it really was a pretty color.
She’d need to have a few more made for the journey. Mirabella said they’d be staying in some nice homes during the multi-day trip, and she’d need suitable dresses. Eli grimaced at the thought of spending more hours being pinned and poked and primped.
She thought back to her grandmother's church services. "Can I at least put on a slip or something?"
"A slip, now? We're almost done."
"Less itching, less fidgeting," Eli added hopefully. He visibly weighed his options.
"Promise?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.
She nodded enthusiastically.
"That's actually not a bad idea," he sighed. "A plain silk slip won't affect the drape, and it might keep your silly ass still for a few minutes." He started to move away but then looked up at the ceiling. "Perfect timing, Sunflower. Grab a silk slip from my case, would you?"
Eli looked up and saw the strange pale girl's torso sticking out of the ceiling. She stopped making taunting faces at Eli long enough to retrieve the slip for the tailor, giving a curtsey. He helped Eli down off the riser and carefully assisted her in putting on the slip without dislodging any pins, thank goodness.
But after she'd put it on and returned to the riser, Sunflower dashed behind his back and started making all-over itching gestures like a cartoon chimpanzee with fleas.
"No laughing, either! Were you raised by bears? Be still!"




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Another storm must have passed during the night, because Sarah could see fresh drifts of snow outside the door in the morning. The effects of her hypothermia had worsened while she slept, and she was now too weak to stand without help. She could roll around on her bed enough to see sunlight on the glaring white snowbanks, though, as the old woman stood in the doorway. Occasionally she brought Sarah more of the strong tea, and she dozed in and out of sleep, unaware of the passing hours.
A man came to see the old woman in the early afternoon, but Sarah pretended their talk hadn't woken her. She watched through narrowly slit eyes as a small glass jar was reverently retrieved from a cabinet and its contents stingily spooned into a carved wooden cup. Sarah thought it must be some mystical home remedy from the forest – but from the smell, when she added water, it seemed to be instant coffee.
She couldn't understand what they were talking about, of course – their language was unrecognizable – but the old woman motioned toward Sarah several times. She was smiling instead of her usual scowl, and she made "strong" gestures with her arms, pointing at her own wiry biceps. The man nodded and asked a few questions, then pointed toward the kitchen and asked a few more. The old woman cocked her head slightly and made the apparently universal "so-so" gesture with her hand.
After eavesdropping for a few more minutes in disbelief, Sarah thought the old woman might be trying to... sell her. Not in a sex trafficking way, at least she hoped not, but as a house servant of some kind.
So I'm a strong girl that can't cook? she thought to herself, vaguely insulted at the affront to her culinary skills. She thought the buyer would be a little disappointed to find that she was so sick that she could barely move. Not such a "strong girl" after all.
Much as she would have loved to bust them in this creepy transaction, she knew it would only get her in more trouble. And they wouldn't have understood her anyway.
In any case, the man apparently wasn't interested in spending his cash on a lethargic teen that couldn't fix him dinner. He politely declined and left the house after finishing his coffee.
◆◆◆
 
The Collector sighed as she watched the prospective buyer walk away.
Obviously, the girl was useless in her weakened state. She was likely old enough to cook and clean, but she could barely stand, and the old woman couldn't afford to waste much more of her own meager food supplies on her.
She had considered throwing her back out into the cold, but the broken little creature had gumption. If she could make the girl stronger and perhaps teach her a skill, she might make someone a decent worker. If she had any talent, the Collector thought, she might even keep the foundling herself.
The old woman knew the girl was tired but thought she would try a simple experiment.
She pulled an old book off the mantle and gathered a few glass bottles from the kitchen, along with a few dried plants hanging from the ceiling. Dragging her favorite chair over, she sat in front of the girl and handed her the first bottle.
"Granan," the old woman said slowly, waving her hand at the brown bottle.
The girl sat in silence, looking blankly at the bottle.
Annoyed but not yet completely convinced that the girl was an imbecile, she leaned forward with a groan at the twinge in her back, and yanked the stopper out of the bottle in the girl's hand. She tried to control her impatient temper for the moment and nudged the bottle toward the girl's face.
The smell immediately drew the girl's attention, and she sniffed more closely. The herb had a very distinct bitter smell, which sometimes made people sneeze, and The Collector waited for a response.
The girl crinkled up her nose, and the old woman nodded. "Granan," she said again. Then she opened the book and pointed at a drawing of an unfamiliar plant. "Granan."
The Collector didn’t think the girl recognized the smell, but she apparently understood that they were having a botany lesson. "Granan."
The old woman forced a ragged smile and nodded. Maybe not a fool.
"Granan," she said again, and then mimicked someone napping, tilting her head sideways and putting her hands up like a pillow.
She took back the brown bottle, sealed it, and handed over a blue one. The girl quickly opened that one, after looking to make sure it was ok. This herb smelled pleasant, and after sniffing it, the girl smiled and nodded.
"Tarath," the old woman said, turning to another page in the book and pointing out something that looked a like a large, elaborate daisy.
"Tarath."
She old woman held her stomach and moaned sadly, then pointed to the flower. "Tarath."
"Tarath, stammakake," the girl replied. The Collector had no idea what "stammakake" meant, but she was pleased that the girl was interacting.
She took the blue bottle back and handed over the last for this lesson, made of dark green glass. The girl opened it and sniffed.
"Roosmurrah?" she asked with a hesitant half-smile.
The old woman shook her head, "Gansa."
The girl nodded but then reached over and pointed at one of the dried plants - long stalks with smaller sticks all over and a distinctive smell – and the Collector was pleased to see that it was the right one. She smiled her big crack-toothed smile in earnest for the first time. Not so stupid after all.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The door opened a crack. Eli wasn't looking, but she saw the light on the opposite wall.
A strange woman's voice whispered, "The rest of the guards will be arriving soon, Miss Elizabeth. Is there anything I can get you? Some tea or breakfast?" She could hear someone else scurry in and replace the chamber pot – still so weird.
She rolled over to face the door, mumbling, "No, thank you, I'm..."
In what was not her finest moment, Eli actually gasped out loud. There was a woman the size of a garden shed in the doorway. Her gentle voice hadn't given away her size.
The young woman blushed at Eli's response and backed awkwardly into the hallway with her head down. "My apologies. We just arrived, and Mirabella's not feeling well... I thought I'd offer..."
"No, I... Don't go. I could..."
Her guest looked both annoyed and slightly heartbroken as Eli stammered, and she turned away.
Eli called herself an insensitive jerk again.
"You must be my guard," she finally managed. "My guard… for the trip. It's, um, nice to meet you. I'd love some tea if it's not too much trouble. While I wake up?"
She smiled and nodded. "Of course, miss. I'm Juliette. And I'll send Alexia up to help you dress. We're starting out tomorrow, and I'll take you out to see the carriages as soon as you're ready."
Eli walked around the house and yard, quietly checking out the new people and animals who had come south to help with their trip. Mostly she tried to stay out of the way. Everyone was busy, and they all knew each other – she felt like a pest. Eventually she ended up at the stables, where she thought she might at least visit some of the dogs.
"Where's the farrier?" Juliette looked around and saw her. Now Eli could see that she was about seven feet tall but lightly built and graceful, and she only looked about nineteen. In the dappled light of the stable, Eli noticed she was very pretty. "Could you find the farrier for me, miss? I need to get this horseshoe replaced before we leave."
"Sure. The farrier is the guy with the horseshoe tattoos on his hand, right?"
Juliette caught her eye, and Eli could tell that the young guard thought she was being sarcastic or rude. Then her face softened. "I'm sorry, I forgot you're an outsider here too." She touched Eli's arm with her huge but delicate hand. It was so quietly sympathetic that, just for a second, Eli could barely hold back the tears that she had resisted for so long.
She gave the guard’s hand a quick squeeze and pulled away. There was no time for sentimental, homesick crap right now.
"Yes, the man with the horseshoes on his fingers," Juliette confirmed with a smile, turning back to her work.
"You take care of the horses, too? After taking care of me and working with the other guards all day?"
"This is my horse, miss. I trust the farrier, but I love my own horse too much to leave his care with someone else. And he needs a new shoe before we leave..." She hesitated for a second, looking at Eli slightly sideways. Respectful, but waiting.
"Oh! And I'll go get him! Sorry, going right now."
Juliette had a million other preparatory things to finish before the end of the day, and bizarrely, Eli only needed to leisurely pick the right traveling dress and boots and perhaps a packaged meal. Her new guard was trying to be polite, and Eli had missed her cue to get out of the way.
Like an idiot, as usual, she scolded herself again as she ran off to get the farrier.
Eli saw Juliette during the lunch break and went to sit with her. She was a little afraid that she was interrupting, but her new guard seemed nice. There were a lot more people now, and the house and yard were pretty crowded, so they were sitting outside.
"Hello again, Miss Elizabeth."
"Could you call me Eli?"
Juliette blushed a little, reminding Eli of her awkward and slightly spooky situation at the house – did her new guard have weird knowledge about her too? – but she replied with a smile, "Absolutely, Eli. Would you like to sit and eat?"
There were sandwiches and fruit already on the table, along with pitchers of chilled tea, so Eli sat across from Juliette and grabbed her lunch.
"Did you get a new shoe for your horse?" she asked between bites.
"I did," Juliette answered. "The farrier had a perfect one ready, and I replaced it with time to spare. Do you know much about horses?"
Eli shook her head. "Some people near my home have them, but I've never even seen one up close before."
"Well, you'll have to come meet my horse after lunch. I wanted to show you the carriages, so we can stop on the way." She grabbed an apple from the table and slipped it into her pocket. "He'll be your best friend if we bring him an apple."
Juliette's horse was bigger than any horse Eli had ever seen out in the country, even bigger than the police horses in the city.
"He's a draught horse," Juliette explained. "They usually work pulling plows in the fields, not carrying people around. That's why he's so big."
"He's beautiful."
"I think so too," she agreed with a smile. "Do you want to give him your apple?"
"Will he bite me?"
"Well, he might take off a finger or two," Juliette answered very seriously. "But you don't really need all ten fingers. I'm sure you can get along fine with seven..."
Eli's eyes were as big as plates when she looked up at Juliette, aghast.
And she winked.
Eli started laughing, partly from relief and partly in surprise. No one here ever joked with her! Juliette couldn't help but laugh too.
"Goliath would never bite you intentionally, but sometimes he doesn't know exactly where your fingers are. I'll show you how to keep from being bitten." She took out a knife, cut the apple in half, and showed Eli how to keep her hand very flat. "Never curl your fingers up, and always watch where his teeth are going."
Eli stuck out her hand, fingers locked open, with the apple - curved side down - in the middle of her palm, trying not to be scared. Then his whiskery-velvety giant horse lips brushed her hand, and she started laughing again. After he'd taken the apple but was still close, she brushed his nose gently with her fingers and was surprised how soft it was.
"He's pretty amazing, huh?"
"Completely amazing."




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

That night, in the dark, the front door of the cottage opened with barely a squeak.
Sarah was still sleeping on the floor, of course, but there was enough moonlight to see that it was same man who had rejected her purchase price earlier.
He stood still by the door, waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark room, and then crept toward Sarah. She couldn't walk, could barely even stand at that point, but he didn't know that. She wondered if he was going to carry her away like a stolen infant.
In the end, it didn't matter, because the old woman had obviously dealt with him before. She was waiting.
She didn't even bother to light a candle. As he reached down to wake Sarah, the old woman rushed out from the shadows like a silent hurricane. She had a heavy wooden paddle in her mottled and arthritic ancient hands, and she hit him in the lower back like she was batting for the Yankees.
Sarah had to admit, she was glad she wasn't aiming for his head. For a tiny and weak-seeming old lady, she really laid him out. He'd have permanent kidney damage and probably a damaged spine, but if she'd aimed any higher, she would have smashed his skull like an egg.
The injured man howled in pain, clawing his way across the floor on his hands and knees toward the front door, which was still sitting ajar. Sarah watched in awe as the old woman ran up behind him and gave him a solid kick in the rump with her booted foot, sending him tumbling out into the snow. She yelled something into the night, which Sarah couldn't understand, and she heard the man whimper in reply as he fled.
Slamming the door, the old woman turned to survey the room and nodded in approval. Stopping only to pat Sarah on the head, still helpless on her mattress, she then returned to her bed.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

As they walked back toward the house, Eli thought she'd ask Juliette about something that had been bothering her ever since she arrived. "Why does everyone here seem so... my dad would've called it flinchy?"
"How do you mean?"
"Not in a physical way, but everyone here seems to expect me to be really mean. Bitsy, Mirabella, and even you at first. Like everyone’s surprised when I'm nice to them. "
Juliette nodded but didn't speak.
"I mean, I know I say the wrong things sometimes, but I try to be nice. Everyone seems..."
"Flinchy is a good word, actually," Juliette answered without looking at her. "Some other people have crossed through the portal... I mean, a lot of people, obviously, over the years. But the ones who choose to stay here tend to be... unkind."
"Oh."
"Everyone's scared and confused when they first get here, and no one is really the nicest when they're in that state. Some of them find their way back. Some don't. Some of them get really angry and choose to blame us, even if we try to help them.” Juliette paused a moment, as if she was deciding whether to continue. “And some people think... well, they think they can take over. They found a 'magical land' and so they get to be the ruler."
"Oh, I would never..."
"I know that, Eli. Everyone knows that, which is why everyone is so crazy about you," she said with a smile. "But people on the southern border are very suspicious of strangers. Flinchy. And it's why the caravans are always guarded when we leave this house. Things have sometimes gone... very badly.
"Anyway, don't worry," Juliette told her. "Everyone here adores you, and they don't think you're mean."
"Except Sunflower," Eli added with a laugh.
"Oh, you've met Sunflower? Yeah, her sense of humor is kind of... an acquired taste."
"Why did Tobias say she's stuck in time?"
"Stuck out of time. She lives here, at this house, and she can't leave this area. But she doesn't live now."
"Huh?"
"It's hard to explain. Tobias thinks she's around 200 years old."
"But she's my age."
"Yeah, that's why her sense of humor seems so immature. She's a 200-year-old 13-year-old."
"How would that happen?"
"I've never asked her. Since I don’t live here, at Ravenwood, I don’t know her very well... But I don't think even Tobias knows. But I like her. I would've gone mad pretty quickly in her position, so I admire her too. In her weird way, she's probably the toughest of us all."
"I didn't think of it that way."
Juliette turned at a fork in the path. "Let's go see the carriages while we're down here. And I'll introduce you to the other guards."
◆◆◆
 
Eli went to bed that night thinking of crowded carriages and uncomfortable dresses and dangerous roads with criminals waiting to jump from behind every bush.
She loved Ravenwood, the house where she had found shelter, and would've preferred to stay, but she understood why they needed to go. And why she needed to stay with them. She just hoped the trip wouldn't be too awful.
The only redeeming thought was that Juliette would be coming. She wouldn't be in Eli's carriage, of course. Guarding was her job, and she'd be protecting them all on the journey.
Eli had already grown to love Maggie and Tobias and Mirabella, and even Sunflower – in her own weird way. But finally, one person was talking to her like a normal kid instead of a delicate flower, and Eli found she couldn't wait to see Juliette again.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Once she was recovered enough to stand up and move around a little, Sarah started helping with the cleaning, and later with the cooking – using the dried non-medicinal herbs that were on hand. There were a few packets of fast food restaurant salt in the kitchen as well, but she got her hand smacked when she tried to use them on dinner.
The old woman wasn't a bad cook – everything was edible, just very bland – and Sarah seasoned the food in ways and combinations that the old woman had apparently never tried.
This had made the old woman happy, or at least slightly less horrible. Sarah was absolutely certain that she would have found a way to clearly express her displeasure if she didn't appreciate the help. Criticizing Sarah was something she never held back on.
One afternoon, in a gesture of growing acceptance, she gave Sarah a needle and thread and showed her the torn sleeve of an old shirt to fix. Sarah sat frozen in fear for the next twenty minutes, afraid the old woman would hit her with the same wooden bat she'd used on the buyer when she realized that Sarah couldn't sew.
Her fear was well-founded. When the old woman found the work unstarted, she cuffed Sarah once across the face and yelled angrily at her in a rage for several minutes – finally storming out the door. Sarah was more shaken by her leaving than she was by the yelling and physical abuse. She was afraid she really would be thrown out into the cold when she returned. Determined to teach herself this skill as quickly as possible, if only to save her own skin, she picked up the needle and looked at it closely.
It can’t be too difficult, she told herself, anxiety rising in her stomach. Children can do this. Right?
She spent the whole day sitting on her makeshift bed, first working out how to thread the needle, a nearly impossible task in the dim winter light of the cottage. Since she didn't dare practice on the shirt that she had been tasked to fix, she worked on her own damaged clothing. In the evening, when the old woman had returned, sullen and silent, Sarah concentrated on staying away from her wrath and focused on the sewing when she could.
It took an embarrassingly long time, she thought, but by the next afternoon, she had figured out how to make reasonably neat stitches, mostly, and how to keep the end of the thread from pulling loose.
How have women been doing this effortlessly for millennia when it took me so long to figure out? she wondered to herself, feeling dejected. It was easier to learn geometry!
◆◆◆
 
Within a few weeks, Sarah was comfortably sitting at the table, sewing up a tear in the knee of her newly-scavenged pants – and doing a decent job, she thought. She was no longer bedridden but not yet strong enough to go out gathering with the old woman, so she kept herself busy with chores.
As she was turning the pants to continue mending, the old woman crashed through the door, jubilant and noisy. Sarah could see that she had a found a few useful lost items, but she thrust her arm triumphantly into the air, holding something red and wrapped in rope.
Sarah couldn't understand her words, of course, and before she could look more closely, the old woman ran across the room and happily dropped the bundle on the table. She grinned her mostly toothless smile and nodded that Sarah should be excited too.
Sarah and her almost-fixed pants were splattered with blood, and then she could see that it was a pair of... something. Large squirrels? Small rabbits? Neither. Probably some mammal she had never seen in the suburbs. They had already been skinned and gutted, so at least she didn't need to be horrified by dead cuteness.
Sarah wasn't strictly a vegetarian but was completely unaccustomed to the real thing. So close. And so gory. But she knew the old woman was working her fingers to the bone to feed them both, and usually could only find a few root vegetables to supplement her stored grains that would keep them alive through the winter. And she hadn't been planning for a second mouth to feed.
So Sarah forced herself to smile back and congratulate her genuinely on her well-placed traps – which needed no shared language to understand. And even after her delayed horror, when the old woman started cooking the stew on the old woodstove, Sarah's traitorous stomach growled noisily. It was the best thing she had ever smelled in her life.
Once she was well enough to help with carrying firewood and clearing snow, and truly make herself useful, the old woman started teaching Sarah more about her plants. Occasionally, she even brought back fresh herbs from her daily walks on mornings when the snow had melted a bit.
She wouldn't let her come along on her collecting journeys, although Sarah wasn't stable enough for a long hike through the woods yet anyway, even if she was looking for a helper. But when she returned, they sat at the table, and she showed Sarah how to identify the plants that could help, the ones that could hurt, and how to tell them apart. The old woman showed her how to dry them, make them into tinctures or mashes to apply to the skin, or steep them for tea. She told her each of their names, and even though Sarah couldn't understand them, she could memorize them.
Some of the remedies were easy to understand with their makeshift charade lessons. A ground brown powder – with hands clutched to the temples – was for headaches. Tiny pink flowers – with ghastly make-believe vomiting – was for nausea. A greenish-grey mold – and a theatrical, staggering death on Sarah’s bed – was apparently some kind of poison. The old woman redundantly waggled her finger no-no after recovering from her dramatic demise.
Others weren’t so clear. An orange paste in a small jar – with hands grabbing shin and elbow – might be for arthritis? Shin splints? Sore muscles? A beautiful, electric blue flower – with whirlybird fingers spun around the head and eyes – might be for dizziness? Vision problems? Madness? And a bright orange powder – while pointing at wiggling bare toes – could be almost anything, or nothing. Sarah just wanted the old woman to put her shoes back on!      
Once she knew the names and basic descriptions, Sarah could watch how the old woman used them on the distant villagers who were desperate enough to come to the house through the snow.
Men with injuries, women with fever or sick babies, crying teenage girls, or bleeding teenage boys who refused to cry. They all came to her, and Sarah watched quietly as she fixed them one after another, wishing she had some kind of paper to take notes. Instead, she could only commit them to memory, believing in her heart that she was never going back home, so she would one day need this information.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Eli was bundled into one of the carriages, half-awake, well before dawn the next morning. Another group of guards and carriages had arrived during the night, along with a handful of civilians who were apparently only there for the pleasure of traveling back with old friends. She saw Maggie hugging two strange women before they all climbed into another carriage up ahead.
There were about twelve carriages in the row, as far as Eli could tell in the dim, wavering light of the moving lanterns. It seemed silly to her that they would have so many vehicles, but Juliette explained that it was a trick to make sure thieves wouldn't be able to tell who, or what, was in which carriage.
Eli didn't understand why anyone would want to attack their little group – they weren't bringing any money or jewels on the trip. But in the safer light of almost-morning, she was starting to think the mystery and robber-dodging was fun. She watched as the other carriages were loaded up with combinations of clothing, food, chatty women, and dangerous-looking guards. If someone decided to attack them, and picked any carriage at random, they might find bushels of dried peas and potatoes – or a young redhaired girl and her tutor – or a disagreeable guard with a sword ready to stab them in the face. Exciting!
Luckily, Mirabella – who was traveling separately with her own friends – had given Eli a few new books for the trip. Her newly assigned tutor already looked a little ill, and they hadn't even left yet. Just the jostling of their carriage from piling packages on top made her need to lie down. Eli didn't think she would be much conversation on the long trip, and she hoped she would just sleep instead of being sick.
The caravan started off before the sun was even up, and despite her excitement, Eli was rocked to sleep within minutes of their departure.
The word came back that the first day's trip would be short. They were stopping at a baron's summer home and should be there by early afternoon.
A baron’s summer home? Like, royalty? Eli was suddenly glad for the custom-made dresses that had caused her so much annoyance.
Her tutor, Alexia, looked a little less gruesome after an hour or two, when the bumpy road evened out a little. Eli thought they must be on a more well-kept highway, although it all just looked like dirt to her. They went through a few simple math lessons, more out of boredom than need for learning, but then dropped into silence and watched the view passing outside the windows for a while.
Eli was bored and reading again when the carriages ahead of her pulled up to a halt. She thought they must be at another border, which was the only place they ever completely stopped. She was too far back in the caravan to hear any of the conversation up front, but Juliette came to the carriage window and cautiously, silently, waved downward.
It wasn't clear to Eli what she was saying by waving her hand toward the floor, but Juliette was already looking away toward the front carriages and quickly passed.
Eli was still looking quizzically after her when petite, gentle Alexia grabbed her by the hair and shoved her to the floor of the carriage.
The horses started rearing up in fear as several men on horseback rode past wildly, circling back a moment later. They yelled something that Eli couldn't understand and drew swords from their waists.
"What did he say?" Eli whispered to Alexia as they both huddled on the floor of the carriage.
"I don't know, I only speak a few words of their language."
Another unfamiliar voice called out from a different carriage, and the riders went toward it. More yelling ensued, and a woman screamed in horror. All the while, Eli could only stay down on the floor and imagine what was happening. It sounded like three men, and she couldn't tell what they wanted, but assumed it must be money.
"Get your hands off of her!" a man yelled, and then there was a shout of pain and surprise. "You're next if you don't get out of here!" the same man yelled to the others.
There was a moment of silence, and then the attackers decided to accept their defeat. The caravan had at least a dozen guards, and Eli didn't think they'd hesitate to protect their charges.
The sound of hoofbeats receded into the distance behind them as the attackers rode away as fast as their horses would carry them.
Eli and Alexia stayed where they were for a few more minutes, just to be sure, and then one of the guards tapped on the door to let them know it was safe.
As the carriages finally resumed travel on their original route, Eli looked out and saw the attacker's hand lying beside the road, still clutching its ill-advised sword.




CHAPTER TWENTY

Finally, one day, the Collector decided that the girl was well enough to help with the harvesting. It had been warm enough for the Tarath to start blooming, but it wasn't yet spring. A cold snap had passed in the night, and if the young flowers weren't collected today, they would all die. She needed them for her supplies, so she was forced take the girl out, against her better judgment.
When they walked outside that early morning, there was a thin coat of ice on everything.
It must have rained and then frozen, and everything gleamed in the morning sunlight. It looked like the whole world had been covered in glass. The plants and tree branches shone purple and turquoise as the first morning sunbeams hit them and sparkled like a crystalline fairy world.
The girl smiled through her lingering pain and constant hunger, and she reached out to touch a branch, but the Collector snapped at her. There was no time to dilly-dally. The girl didn't understand her, which made her even angrier.
"Bottisso priddy..." the foolish girl started to reply, but the woman grabbed her arm and dragged her along. She couldn't explain that they were at risk of losing the harvest, and she could look at the hoarfrost later. Why did the girl need to be so childish?
She raged angry words at the fool, who had no choice but to follow, cold and confused. She had saved the girl's life. Had fed her and kept her warm, and she felt betrayed at the girl's lack of focus. She had no way of knowing that the girl did genuinely feel an obligation to obey her – she simply seemed petulant and intentionally slow.
They walked through the forest until the sun was fully above the horizon, but it still wasn't warm. The girl pulled her borrowed furs up over her face, ignoring the smell, and only peeked through the small opening as they walked. Finally they arrived in a small meadow, winter brown but with a sunny spot in the middle.
She explained that they needed to collect the Tarath quickly, since it was already frost-damaged, and then – in a rage that the girl stubbornly, insolently, hatefully refused to understand her completely foreign language – shoved her to the ground and pointed at a patch of wilted yellowy-orange flowers.
Surely the girl could see that the flowers had been nearly killed by the sudden frost, but she still hesitated, as if unsure what the Collector wanted her to do about it.
She threw down a basket and watched as the girl stupidly made a quizzical gesture with her fingers – which only infuriated her even more.
It would have made sense if the Collector had ever seen a pair of scissors. But, alas, she had not.
Finally, the frustrated girl tore one of the wilted plants out of the ground by the roots and held it over the basket. She sat there waiting to see her reaction.
The Collector nodded vigorously and knelt to pat her hand. She pushed the hand and plant into the basket, nodding some more – and gritting her teeth in pain from the arthritis in her knees.
She moved away, pulled herself up onto a fallen tree, and watched as the girl spent the next hour collecting all of the half-dead flowers from the icy meadow. She needed the flowers to treat upset stomachs, but she could use the roots and leaves for compresses too. In the summer, she would have only taken the flowers, but the sudden cold would probably kill the whole plant, so it was just as well to take it all.
The girl hadn't the faintest idea what she was doing or why, but the Collector knew she would need the Tarath remedies soon, as spring approached.
◆◆◆
 
The old woman saw it happen, although she obviously thought it was nothing at the time. Sarah had been assisting her for a few weeks, and that day they had been collecting Basmere, which is good for a baby's cough. Since the herb grew on trees, it was much easier for limber young Sarah to collect. She had been standing on the trunk of a huge fallen oak, holding the basket and reaching for the newly sprouted leaves on a nearby tree, when she slipped on the wet bark. It wasn't a long fall, and she wasn't hurt, but she was scratched by a broken branch.
It ripped the leg of her pants, and Sarah looked at the scratch through the hole in the fabric, but she wasn’t worried. There was no blood on her pants, so it seemed like a minor scrape.
They finished their work and returned to the cottage, having forgotten the incident – but the next morning, Sarah’s leg was sore. She collected some snow and pressed it on the wound, and the slight swelling quickly went down.
Recently, the weather had become unpredictable, so they stayed in the house that day because it was snowing again. Sarah sat by the fire, stitching up a sweater she had found in the forest. Meanwhile, the old woman made a batch of tonic from the Basmere, imitating a feverish baby in her arms to show Sarah how it would be used. It was a restful day, but by dinnertime, Sarah was limping a little.
The fallen log had been rotten, so it may have had mold or fungus on it, but the old woman didn't see any real damage. She tugged roughly at the skin of Sarah's thigh to see if there was a splinter lodged in it, and she twisted her leg from the ankle to see if she had sprained it. In the end, she patted Sarah’s knee briskly and nodded as a sign of approval.
But the next morning, it was worse.
There was someone else in the house when Sarah woke up the following afternoon. Her leg was throbbing, but she managed to prop herself up enough to see that it was an errand boy who’d visited a few times. He usually stayed outside, so Sarah was surprised to see him in the kitchen.
The old woman was speaking in her own language, of course, but Sarah thought she heard her say "penicillin" somewhere in the jumble of words before she sent the boy away.
She had picked up some of the old woman's language, but her captor/healer/teacher – Sarah still wasn’t sure which label was most accurate – had not tried at all to learn Sarah's language. She didn't even want to know her name. So Sarah wondered absently how that one strange English word would have fallen into the old woman's vocabulary. Then the pain in her leg started throbbing again, and all thought of languages, or anything else, left her mind.
The old woman held Sarah’s hand while she cringed in pain, trying to stay silent, and gave her more of the bitter tea that minimized the pain. She assumed it must contain willow bark, and she had seen her add the herb in the brown bottle, which she had called Granan. When the pain passed a little and became more of an ache, Sarah started to get sleepy. The old woman stood up. She opened a drawer and, after some consideration, carefully selected a small, fine-edged kitchen knife, carrying it to the fireplace. She heated it in the flames, presumably cleaning it.
Sarah wasn't sure if she was going to burn her or cut her, but she held out hope that she hadn't misheard the old woman, and the errand boy could find some antibiotics.
Hurry up, kid. I don’t want to find out what she’s planning to do with that knife, she thought before the drugged tea knocked her out again.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The caravan continued on toward the baron's house without any further excitement – but with a ton of gossip.
Eli and Alexia were no exception. They chattered about the yelling and the swords and the missing hand until they were both calmed down and feeling a bit giddy about the adventure.
“…and the sword was still in his hand!”
“Juliette was so brave!”
“I want to know who screamed…”
“What were they trying to steal? Do we have a treasure?!”
It was either that or cry, and they were both suddenly feeling too brave for tears.
The movement of the guards riding alongside the carriages became much more frenetic after the attack, too. They were still staying mostly fore and aft, but they were checking each carriage more often. Alexia said they were past the most dangerous area, but the guards clearly weren't convinced.
Juliette checked on them a few times, and Eli and Alexia both thanked her for the personal warning. She told them that the woman who had been grabbed by the attacker, one of the kitchen girls, had been leaning toward the window in curiosity and made herself an easy target.
“You understand their language, don’t you Juliette?” Alexia asked.
Juliette nodded, “I understood enough to know what they were saying. They said they were just looking for money and would leave us unharmed if we paid them. But I’m not so sure.”
“You think they really wanted something else?” Eli asked. “Are we carrying something important or expensive?”
“The way they were trying to look in every carriage instead of just stopping us and making demands, I think they were after something more valuable. And might have found it if the carriages had been opened.”
By the time they arrived, they were all exhausted and wanted beds more than food, but the baron and his staff fixed them a lovely dinner. This was an area that mostly practiced vegetarianism, Juliette told Eli, and the meal would likely be fresh early spring greens with beans and canned vegetables from the previous fall's harvest.
The dishes were overflowing, and the flavors were delicious. Eli ate until she thought she would burst.
Eli had never seen a place like this in real life. It reminded her of the castles in storybooks, with stone walls and huge tapestries. Beautiful guard dogs lay around on their own beds, while cats stalked the kitchen pantries for intruding mice. The floors and stairs were all carved stone slabs, elegant but cold, and Eli was glad that she'd worn her warmest dress with a shawl around her shoulders.
The manor house was huge, and they soon all piled into their many beds, but Juliette and Alexia and Eli stayed up whispering like old friends until they couldn't keep their eyes open any longer.
◆◆◆
 
They had been riding in the carriage the whole second day, and at least the people who were allowed to ride on horseback had something to distract them. The guards had switched up the carriages after the drama of the previous day, and now Eli was stuck inside a new coach like an invalid, without even a book or a single person capable of worthwhile conversation.
Even a talking grizzly bear would have been a welcome change. There were actually two guards in the carriage with her, but they were both watching the woods with hawks' eyes. Neither of them would speak to her, but she doubted they would've had much to discuss anyway.
By noon she was bored out of her skin, irritable, and starving to death.
Her stomach had digested her spine by mid-afternoon, and she was lying dead inside the carriage, being eaten by vultures, when they arrived at the outpost near nightfall.
Juliette rolled her eyes at Eli's theatrical moaning and escorted her into the keep by casually throwing the girl over her shoulder and warning her to stop whining.
"But I'm the honored guest of..."
"Nope." She smacked Eli on her embarrassingly well-padded, crinolined behind, which was now perched next to her friend's right ear. "I've been on a horse for thirteen hours, Eli. While you were cool and lazy in your carriage. Don't you even start—"
Eli shut her mouth immediately, contrite, and endured the awkwardness of being carried, upside-down, into their ally's keep as silently as possible.
Juliette somehow managed not to laugh as she jostled the girl across the drawbridge and approached the lord and lady. She curtseyed and greeted them warmly, then spun around and introduced Eli, upside down. The elegant couple, who apparently knew them all, laughed at their bizarre antics and showed them the way inside.
Eli made a promise to herself that Juliette would ride with her in the carriage as soon as possible – cool and lazy – even if they needed to hire an extra guard. And as a bonus, she'd have interesting company on the journey, for a change.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The cut on Sarah's leg continued to worsen. She knew the old woman cleaned and re-bandaged it regularly while she slept – the knife had apparently been for the bandages, because her leg was still mostly intact – but it was definitely infected.
Her leg was swollen and hot, and she could tell she had a fever – shivering violently and vomiting one minute, and so burning up the next minute that she tried to crawl out into the snow.
The old woman pretended not to be worried for as long as she could. Eventually, she decided to help.
Sarah was surprised and wondered if her caretaker had finally developed some weird fondness for her. Or maybe she just knew she wasn't strong enough to dig a grave and didn't want a corpse stinking up her kitchen. Either reason is equally likely, she figured.
That afternoon, she left Sarah alone for an hour and came back with a bottle of honest-to-goodness Bayer Aspirin. The plastic bottle was yellowed, the label was halfway peeled off, and the shelf date was probably 1983, but it was real aspirin, and Sarah swallowed two, dissolved in a little water.
She knew she needed those antibiotics too, but right now she needed to break the fever before her brain melted.
Sarah eventually passed out again and woke up in daylight. Outside. The old woman had wrapped her in furs, somehow managed to strap her to a wooden travois, and was dragging her through the forest.
"Take... Queen," she said, fumbling to reassure the broken, burning girl on the makeshift sled. "Help," she said, patting Sarah's hand and attempting the first English words she'd ever heard from her. "Queen help."
Sarah woke up again as they started out of the deep woods and it suddenly became brighter. They were approaching a... castle? Maybe she was still dreaming about the old woman saying they were going to see a queen.
This wasn't a fairytale castle with high, spindly towers and a pretty flowerbox courtyard, though. Sarah had been to Kentucky once with her father, on a business trip, and this place looked more like Fort Knox.
It was built more like a wartime bunker than a palace, and there were an alarming number of very alert and heavily-armed guards focused intently on their approach. For a hobbled old woman and a mostly-dead girl being dragged on a pile of sticks, it seemed a bit excessive.
In retrospect, if they'd been planning an attack, it wouldn't have been a bad strategy.
But at the time, Sarah was busy dying, so any attention seemed like good attention. Once it was clear that they were harmless and in need of help – some of the guards could understand the old woman's language, if not speak it – they rushed to their aid and bundled them into the warmth of the guard station.
Even in her stupor, Sarah wasn't completely immune to the fact that some of the guards were attractive and obviously worried about her safety. Not worried enough to take them inside the castle, of course, but they sent a runner for the doctor and gathered clean blankets and tea for the wayward travelers.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

There were a few things from the outer world that had made it into this world. Eli had seen a few coins: quarters, shekels, punts, even an old kopek, though they were probably just dropped by someone and lost, not intentionally carried in. A ballpoint pen, a drawerful of plastic sporks, and an old teddy bear which had been adoringly restored. A pair of sparkly, neon pink earrings, somehow still kept together.
And books, obviously – a small library full of books – but Eli was pretty sure those had been smuggled, not lost and found.
These rare lost objects were treated almost like religious relics and traded on the black market like nearly priceless treasures, Alexia had explained.
During her travels, because of these sightings, Eli kept expecting to hear of weapons from her own world – guns, a misplaced hand grenade, or even old-fashioned landmines or an improvised, homemade bomb. But apparently there wasn't enough at-will passage for that to happen. Thank goodness.
But she saw a car at the lord and lady's home on the second night of their northward journey. It was a tiny lime green Fiat, probably older than her parents. With no gasoline or compressed air available, it wasn't running, of course, but it was perfectly maintained. They kept it as a work of art in their conservatory. It had flawless paint, clear glass, and sparkling headlights. Not a scratch on it. Since there were no tires, someone had lovingly crafted four intricately carved wooden wheels. It had probably been there for decades.
Eli had followed one of the house cats, who was limping, into the room, and she saw the car in the shadows. She stood there for a moment, confused and disoriented by the sight, when the lord of the house himself walked up behind her.
She expected him to yell at her for being so far into the manor alone, but he just sighed. "She's a beauty, isn't she?"
"Yes, sir. She's gorgeous."
◆◆◆
 
The next evening, when they finally arrived at the "Big House" as Mirabella called it, Eli was completely exhausted. But there was so much excitement, she couldn't resist checking it all out.
It seemed that everyone who hadn't traveled south to ride with them came pouring out of the doors to greet them. There were hugs and kisses all around, but again everyone seemed to know about Eli already. Tobias must have sent word forward about the new girl who had stumbled out of the woods. They all came up to say hello, and she felt more welcome than she had ever felt in her life.
Mirabella showed her up to her new room so she could freshen up and change after the long journey. True to its nickname, this house was much larger than the one they had left, and Eli's head was spinning with so many curious paintings and furniture and knickknacks – and that was just in the hallways!
Someone had already brought hot water up to her room, so she was able to take a quick bath and change into clean clothes, but she couldn't resist taking a few minutes to stare out the window at the changed scenery.
Her room was on the second floor, and this house was in an open field with gardens around the front. Very different from the smaller house, which was tucked deeply into the woods. The travelers were still gathered in the yard below, saying their hellos – with children and dogs chasing each other around.
Eli still missed her grandmother dearly, and it often brought her to tears when she had a moment alone. But she’d never had many friends, and her own parents had always chosen bigger priorities over their only child. Her grandmother had loved to travel, and even before Eli came to this place, she’d felt guilty about taking up so much of her time, money, and concern.
This place made her so happy, and even though part of her still wanted to go back, she felt safe and adored for the first time in a very long time. She took a moment to stand alone in her new room and watch her friends below with a smile – and then finally, joyfully, she ran back down to join them.
On the second day, when Eli finally stumbled upon the kitchen, she thought right away that this would be her favorite place in the house. It was a huge white room with wooden trim, and giant windows faced the front and side yards of the house. Even better, there was a small door into an enclosed courtyard with a large metal gate keeping it safe from the outside world.
It was still a little cold for much to be growing in the courtyard garden, but she could see a few green plants starting to sprout. Geese and chickens pecked around for seeds and bugs to fill their bellies before their dinner. There were even butterflies around a few early-blooming fruit trees, forcing out flowers in advance of the oncoming spring.
The women in the kitchen immediately adored her, of course, giving her snacks to eat and filling her head with local gossip. Maggie and Bitsy introduced her to a pair of sisters, Agatha and Beatrice, who were also fabulous cooks, and they spoiled her rotten. They laughed among themselves at old stories that Eli didn't know, but she didn't mind. She reveled in the warm, steamy room, and breathed deeply the smells of baking bread and simmering soup. The sounds of careless laughter made her happier than she had been in years.
This was the only place where people mostly treated her like a normal kid. Not entirely – she wasn't allowed to do any real work, or sit on the floor, or even cut up the apples they gave her. Ok, so maybe not a completely normal kid. But they laughed with her, chased her away from the cooking food, and let her explore the pantries and cabinets.
Eli quickly learned – as she had guessed but had been too shy to ask at Ravenwood – that no one here was a servant.
The house was fully owned, so there were no payments due, but there was no lord or lady of the place. The kitchen staff planned meals for everyone, and they all ate together. But it wasn't their job. Everyone had tasks around the house, but it was more like a family farm. They all finished their chores for the day because they wanted the place to be tidy and well-managed – and because they wanted to eat.
No one ordered anyone else around, which Eli suspected was why they were all so "flinchy" with intruders, as she'd called it. After a lifetime of living in such a warm, caring environment, any rude newcomer from the outside world would be a shock.
She knew she wouldn't be expected to work. She was a child, and none of the kids worked around the house, except when assigned their own parents' chores. Eli felt she should be useful, anyway.
They usually refused her help in the kitchens but would sometimes allow her to scrub the root vegetables or fetch herbs from the garden. Mostly they wanted her to sit and chat with them, or sing with them while they worked. She was learning some of their songs but hummed along even with the ones she didn't know.
She was also allowed to feed the dogs and chickens once they learned that she would be careful. There were a few pets, but most of the animals were also just working for their food.
The cats fed themselves, of course, but the hunting dogs needed meals twice a day, and she was happy to help – and also thrilled for a chance to play with the dogs. The hens had full access to exercise in the courtyard, so Eli fed them too. Very occasionally, Maggie would even let her collect the eggs, but only if someone was with her and watching with an eagle eye.
Between her studies with Alexia – there were three different tutors that she had met – and helping where she could find the opportunity, the big house became Eli’s home very quickly.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The doctor was a small woman who came without much rush. Sarah wasn't sure whether this was because she knew she could heal any problem easily, or if she expected Sarah to be dead by the time she arrived.
She showed a little more interest once she saw the ugly wound, but she was glad her patient looked young enough to recover from it.
The crowd of huge male guards seemed humbled by the doctor, offering to help, retrieve anything she needed, or just stay out of the way.
"What's your name, child?" she asked.
It had been so long since Sarah had heard English, she sat stunned and blinking for a moment. "Sarah."
"I'm Doctor Tau, Sarah. That's quite an injury you have, and it's very infected. Have you taken anything for it? Any medication?"
"I took two aspirin, but I think that was yesterday."
One of the guards asked the old woman a question, and she shook her head no.
"We'll get you on a treatment for your fever first. You're burning like a legion of fire, and right now that's more likely to kill you. We'll worry about your leg once that's resolved. Hopefully by evening. We need to ice it to reduce the swelling before I can tell if I'll need to operate."
The doctor sent two of the guards to collect fresh snow and asked the rest of them to carry the girl into her medical office in the main building.
In her fever delirium, Sarah felt like a princess being carried in an old-fashioned sedan chair. The guards were very careful not to bump her leg.
This office was much more advanced than the old woman's house, but it still didn't have surgical conditions, or even any syringes or IVs that Sarah saw. The doctor gave her a liquid to drink that took some of the pain away and made her sleep again.
◆◆◆
 
"This infection is worse than I expected, I'm afraid."
Sarah had woken up to find the doctor gingerly inspecting her leg with a grave expression on her face.
"But I don't have a fever anymore," she argued. "I'm getting better. It's going to be fine, I just..."
"It's not the fever anymore, dear. It's the infection in the wound. I'm sorry, I've got to lance it."
"Lance?"
"I've got to get the infection out. If I do it now, we might save your leg. Hopefully."
"I'm not... Sorry, do what?"
Doctor Tau whispered something to the old woman, who had been sleeping in a nearby chair, Sarah was surprised to see. She shrugged absently, but her eyes never left Sarah's face. Then she heard her mumble the foreign words for "good girl" and "kitchen" before she left the room.
The doctor sat on the side of the bed and took Sarah's hand. "You see how swollen and hot your leg is?"
She moved Sarah's own hand to the injury. She winced at the contact but saw what the doctor was saying. The skin was stretched tight over the swelling and was burning hot.
"I need to cut the wound open to get the infection out."
Sarah knew she must have done this a thousand times, but the doctor's eyes were sad for her anyway.
"If your Tanti was any later, I would’ve needed to amputate your leg, and you would probably have died anyway."
Sarah blinked stupidly at her brutal honesty.
"But she wasn't," the doctor said gently. "She was quick, even in the storm. She must love you very much."
Sarah's mind reeled at the idea of the old woman, who had treated her as a slave and occasionally a punching bag, loving her. When she considered it, it didn't seem so crazy.
Ok, yes, it still sounded completely crazy. But maybe not impossible.
"This is going to hurt, but I think I can save your leg."
They sat silently until the old woman came back with a young female assistant, a sharpened kitchen knife, a metal pot, a handful of clean white fabric, and an elk horn like the ones Sarah had seen her use to move glowing-hot coals. The assistant held two large pails of water.
Between them, they started a fire in the grate, and before too long the water was boiling.
The doctor used the elk horn to hold the knife in the boiling water for a while. She wiped it clean, then said what Sarah presumed was a prayer under her breath and placed the knife on a small platform beside the fire. It grew hot without being dirtied by the ashes.
She was in no hurry and obviously didn't want to make any mistakes. She cleaned Sarah's leg with something that smelled like lighter fluid, but then gave her a small sip. It tasted ghastly but quickly calmed Sarah’s nerves and numbed her senses a little.
The doctor then called one of the guards to go back out to refill the pails with fresh snow, but she told him to stay outside, to keep it cold, until he was called.
Sarah knew that must mean it was time. She tried not to cry and told herself at least she might see her mom again...
The assistant gave her a polished stick with a million old toothmarks in it, and told her not to worry. "You'll faint before you even feel it, dear."
Sarah laid back, bit down on the stick, and she was right. She felt the heat of the blade as it neared her skin, a momentary watery, hot gush of blood and fluid, and then she was out cold.
◆◆◆
 
When I was nine years old, I broke my toe. My mom, who was still alive then, rushed me to the hospital.
They couldn't do anything, of course. They don't put a cast on your whole foot just for a broken toe. They put a little splint on it and sent me home. But to my mom, it was the end of the world. She brought me meals in bed for a week and loaded me up with ice cream and cookies. She even slept in my bedroom the first night.
My father laughed at her and told her she was being silly. It couldn't be that bad, he said. You're spoiling her. She can walk to the table, and ice cream doesn't help with pain.
But to me it was heaven. She was already my angel, but she never had enough time for me – so it was bliss having her all to myself. Just for a few days.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

As they were talking and Bitsy was preparing the dough for the dinner rolls, a small child, not even quite a toddler, came tumbling in through the kitchen door. His skin was a pale yellowish color, and his hair was a striking cobalt blue. His mischievous eyes almost perfectly matched his hair. Eli knew he must be related to Mirabella, even though his hair was darker than hers. He was carrying a kitten, draped over his arms, and a bag of sweets in his hands.
He was also stomping his muddy feet all over the kitchen, since the courtyard was still wet from the morning's rain. Predictably, the cat leaped out of arms, knocking over a chair and capsizing a bowl of apples off the table. The bag of sweets fell, split open, and spilled all over the floor, rolling under the table, the counter, and near the cellar stairs. Eli quickly reached out to grab the boy's arm, to keep him away from the stairs, and knocked over Bitsy's cup of flour, adding to the cataclysm.
The boy looked around in confusion for a moment, then burst into uncontrollable sobs.
Bitsy put down the dough, brushed off her hands, and called him over to her. He shuffled over and put up his arms to be held, and she picked him up and asked him what was wrong. He sniffled and started talking about his kitty and his yummies, and she nodded sagely.
Eli looked back toward the disaster and saw the candies coming back toward her. One by one, they slowly rolled back into the small cloth bag, some plinking into others like billiard balls if they weren't rolling as fast. Before she could ask Bitsy what was happening, the apples started rolling back toward the counter too. One or two bounced a little, and then they all became still in a neat pile.
As the strange little boy quieted down in Bitsy's arms and started to doze off, the muddy footprints started moving a little. One by one, they each seemed to pry themselves off the clean floor and hover like grubby stingrays in midair. The kitten was watching them, too. Slowly they floated back out the door, and all was normal.
Eli looked back at Bitsy, astonished. She was picking up the self-repaired bag of sweets. "Yeah, his mother says it's genetic. It's involuntary now, but he'll learn to control it when he's older."
Looking around, Eli asked, "But why is the spilled flour still there?"
"He didn't spill the flour, m'love" she replied with a wink, handing Eli the broom.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Sarah woke up in a much nicer room. She knew she must be in the actual castle now, because there were no more bare, sterile walls or polished counters.
She was in a real bed and tried to remember how long it had been since she had even seen one. How long since I left home? Since I ran from the restaurant? A few months? Longer?
So they trusted her enough to bring her into the main house and let her sleep on a featherbed with a soft comforter and at least four pillows. It seemed glorious compared to the old woman’s house, but it wasn’t excessive. The blankets had lost their luster, were a little aged, and had been washed many times, but they were well made and softer than silk. Something her mother would have loved.
There were draperies on the walls, which she guessed, from history class, were more for warmth than decoration, but they were still beautiful. Created from heavy brocade fabrics in jewel tones and stitched in beautiful patterns – it looked like there might even be gold thread sewn in.
When she was brave enough, Sarah stopped trying to distract herself with her new surroundings. Get it over with, girl. She took a deep breath and lifted the blankets to check her leg – half expecting it to be gone.
The doctor had done her best work. Two slightly mismatched legs met her nervous gaze. One was still a little swollen under the bandages, but she could tell that it was no longer burning. You can't feel your own fever by touching your forehead, but you can definitely feel a broiling hot infection. She touched her bandaged leg gingerly to avoid making it hurt any worse, and it actually felt a little cool to her touch. She knew there must be dozens, if not hundreds, of stitches under there. Probably as elaborate as the wall tapestries, but not as pretty.
Sarah gave a deep sigh and thanked the doctor a thousand times in her mind. She couldn't really be worried about scars at this point. She'd be glad if she could just walk again.
◆◆◆
 
The old woman had returned to her home in the woods, the doctor told her, after making sure Sarah had survived the surgery. She had explained that she wasn’t Sarah’s grandmother, or even an auntie, just a sort of temporary caregiver. Doctor Tau had sent blankets and clothes along on her return trip, as well as food and supplies for her medical concoctions.
Finally having the chance to ask someone who spoke English, Sarah questioned Doctor Tau about going home or contacting her father.
“Of course, my dear! We can send out a team to carry a message to your father,” the doctor assured her. “I didn’t realize you had other family. In which village can we find him?”
“We’re from Cordele.”
“I’ve never heard of a village called Cordele, but I can check with the guards. They’re more familiar with the surrounding lands. Is it in Vrana?”
“It’s in New York. Cordele, New York.”
Doctor Tau quickly pulled in one of the passing guards and asked, “Stefan, are you familiar with a village called Cordele in a community called York?”
“New York,” Sarah corrected her in a confused whisper.
The guard shook his head and apologized, as Sarah leaned back on her pillows and wondered how far she had walked though those dark woods.
"El bosque oscuro," her memory reminded her, finally.
◆◆◆
 
It seemed like Doctor Tau checked on Sarah hourly for the first few days, but once she started to feel better, the visits tapered off a little. She seemed confident that there would be no complications from the surgery. Sarah wasn't sure why they were keeping her safe, and in such nice quarters. It wasn't as though she had any money or any way to pay them back.
But maybe she was just an anomaly to them, an interesting break from the boring, seemingly endless winter.
No one in the castle had ever heard of Cordele or New York, and the question of finding her father was uncomfortably dropped, dismissed as impossible. Possibly even imaginary, or a delayed fever dream.
Once she could stand, the doctor helped her walk in the hallway, and she saw others openly staring at her – but they didn't seem hostile, just interested. Sarah still spoke with a different accent from these people, but she no longer had different clothes or shoes to set herself apart. But they must still be able to tell she was "other."
Sarah never met the owner of house, the mysterious Queen that the old woman had mentioned, but she saw a few people who might be servants. Usually the doctor brought her meals when she checked on her, but Sarah could sometimes see the dishes changing hands outside of her door.
Whatever this place was, it was much nicer than the old woman's cottage, and they didn't make her do chores. She was bored out of her mind by the third day, and homesickness gnawed at her heart, but still she was grateful to be safe and warm and treated kindly.
When she had healed enough for the doctor to stop coming, however, there were no other visitors. The guards brought her food without speaking, and she saw no more servants in the hallway. Finally, when she tried to leave her room one day, she found the door was locked from the outside.
She clutched the door handle and tried not to panic. She was in beautiful accommodations, she reminded herself. Well-fed and cared for medically, warm and safe. And trapped.
Even at the worst of times at the old woman's cottage, she hadn’t wished so hard that she'd never left her home. Wished for her weird, sweet father and his harebrained inventions and his soggy microwaved dinners. Even wished for her stupid brother. She missed them so much.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Once the weather warmed up a little, Eli loved hanging around the courtyard. When he had time, the gardener would show her how to plant different seeds, which all seemed to have different depths and water needs. Sometimes he'd let her help with replanting the established cuttings and seedlings traded in town.
There was a small greenhouse in the back of the courtyard, where the gardener kept the more fragile plants, and he seemed to enjoy telling her what each little seedling would become one day. Some were vegetables and others flowers, but Eli couldn't tell any difference when they were so small. He promised to keep her informed as they grew.
He spoke another language with his wife that Eli didn't understand, and one day Eli asked him where he had grown up. It was a town by the sea, he told her, but he didn't know which sea.
Traders had come when he was about seven years old and taken him away. He didn't know if he had been sold or stolen, but when he disappeared into the night, he'd had no idea how to get back home.
The people here had admired his fishing skills, even as a child, as well as his knowledge of feeding the young plants with the bones and guts of the fish they had eaten the night before. They'd invited him to stay, and they called him Jacob Ribasche, since he couldn't recall his family's name. He had been here ever since, he told Eli. He supposed it had been almost fifty years.
◆◆◆
 
"How's Melly doing, Mister Ribasche?"
The gardener looked up at the smiling little girl behind the early spring flowers, her red hair in braids today. "She's great, Miss Elizabeth. Sleeping through the night a few times a week, which makes her mother happy." He was a stoic man but he doted on his new granddaughter.
"Does Sammy like her?"
"He was a little jealous at first, but now he's starting to love her. I think mostly she just tastes good, though."
They both laughed. Sammy was Eli's favorite house dog, an adorable spaniel mix who loved to lick people's faces.
"Can I help you with anything?"
"I don't need any help today, but I'll show you something interesting in a few days."
"A few days?"
"Yep. Come over here and break off a stem of this plant."
"Oh, the pretty plant with green and purple leaves? It's my favorite."
"I know it is," he smiled. "That's why I chose it."
"Do I get to keep the stem?"
"Not yet," he laughed. He went into the greenhouse and brought back a tiny glass jar, then filled it with water from the pump. "Put the stem in here." She looked at him quizzically but did as he asked.
"It doesn't make a very nice bouquet," she told him.
"Be patient, you'll see."
He took the little jar back into the greenhouse and told her to come back in a few days. Then he gave her a handful of parsley to take to the kitchen ladies and sent her on her way.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Sarah was bored and feeling sorry for herself. Unable to leave her room, even though it was nice, she missed her home more and more, and she felt like a prisoner. Wallowing in her own private world of self-pity, she didn't notice a giant spider dropping down from the ceiling until it was inches from her face.
She backed away with a yelp and promptly fell off the bed. But she almost fainted a moment later when it told her to sit down, calm down, and stop being a "bloody colonial sensationalist."
Taking offense at that, even though she wasn't sure why, she retorted sarcastically, "Yes, because gigantic talking spiders don't freak anyone out... Charlotte!"
"My name is Gerald, you little fool," he growled. "Listen to me, quickly. We don't have much time. And as much as I doubt you can actually help us, I need you to try."
She shook her head and pinched her arm hard enough to leave a bruise, trying to wake herself up. "Us? What, you have a spider army? You obviously don't know me if you're asking for my help. I can’t stay out of one prison for ten minutes before I’m trapped in another. I'd probably squash you in the process of trying to help." She climbed back on her bed and tried not to sulk.
Gerald raised a fuzzy eyebrow over four of his leftward eyes. "It is not a spider army, little one, but an army of men. I am only an ambassador, small enough to infiltrate this house. We have joined in order to defeat the brutal Queen who lives here, and who torments the lands of all. Does this mean you would consider helping us?"
"If you can get me out of here? Sure. I'll help."
"Excellent, you helpless little nincompoop. I'll be in touch." He saluted with one of his many legs and disappeared back into the shadows, leaving Sarah wondering if she'd lost her mind.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Eli sprinted out of the storage room before Juliette could stop her. The ancient underground pantry, as harmless as it seemed to Juliette, with its stacks of winter vegetables and jars of carrots and beans, must have triggered something in Eli, she thought. Latent claustrophobia, maybe.
And yet, naturally, everyone stared at Juliette as if Eli was her disobedient daughter. "I'm sorry. Please excuse me, and I'll go get her."
She climbed the stairs back up into the kitchens, leaving the clammy repurposed dungeon behind. Historically it was amazing, and the climate was perfect for storage, but Juliette had never really noticed how oppressive it was until she stepped back into the warm kitchen.
She looked around for Eli and found four women subtly pointing or nodding toward the stairs up to the parlor.
Of course. Onward and upward.
Juliette continued up and found herself at what was once the servants' entrance to the parlor, behind a sliding panel door. She could hear laughter, and she peeked in, but Eli wasn't there. Just a few guests gathered around a harpsichord with wine and hors d'oevres.
The old servants' stairway continued up, so she kept going, eventually arriving brazenly in the shared sleeping quarters. She didn’t want to call for Eli, fearing that she might spook her even more, but she looked around the open room, wondering if she should check under the beds.
The teenaged girls in the room looked at Juliette strangely, and a few laughed at her silent, seemingly-silly charades, pointing and raising her eyebrows. But they eventually verified that she was still on the correct path.
After passing down the hallway, it became obvious to Juliette that she needed to keep moving upward – as far from the dungeons as possible. She asked a passing footman how to get to the widow's walk. He looked at her for a moment like she might be dangerously insane or possibly suicidal, but then apparently realized her position in the house and reluctantly gave her directions to the long-disused rooftops of the building.
Crossing through a few more hallways and doors, she found the next – admittedly precarious and horrifying – set of rickety stairs. She focused on putting her weight on the bolted metal handrails, instead of the rotting wooden stair treads, all the while wondering idiotically if this was a really bad idea, and eventually arrived at the top.
She walked out into the dizzying open air of the rooftop, beautiful and terrifying at the same time, and immediately saw Eli. She was sitting casually on the edge of the widow’s walk, with her legs dangling, as if they weren't higher than the clouds up here. Juliette's first glance tried to be angry, but she couldn't sustain it when she saw the girl’s smile.
"I've never seen anyone else up here before," Eli laughed. "Come see the view, Jules, I can't believe you're here!"
Juliette edged onto the widow's walk carefully, trying not to look down. She had never been anywhere this high before, and it was not her new favorite thing.
"There are no tall buildings where I grew up," she told Eli as she sat down next to her. "It's not far from here, but – well, you can see, there's nothing tall for miles around."
Eli looked around, and it was obvious that Juliette was right. It was a clear day, and there was nothing taller than a cottage as far as they could see. It was a big house, but they were also on high ground – literally higher than most of the trees.
"We can go back inside, Jules."
"No, it's beautiful up here. Just strange."
For someone in her military position, it was common to climb trees and train on high obstacles, but her adopted home was all one-story cottages. Even the town church didn't have a tall steeple.
On the very edge of the horizon, they could see a sprawling building where a few roads intersected. It was almost as big as all the towns and villages that were visible.
"That's where the Queen lives," Juliette noted, pointing it out to Eli. "Or the one they call The Queen. This isn't a monarchy anymore, so I suppose they should really call her The Empress or The Supreme Ruler. Or The Butcher of Vrana. But 'Queen' does have a certain ring to it, doesn't it?"
"It doesn't look like a castle."
"It's not. It's an old bunker from a war that happened more than fifty years ago. The Queen made it her headquarters when she came here."
"Mirabella told me that's why we came up here."
Juliette nodded. "This is our home. They didn't come to confront her, we all just wanted to protect our family and friends. The villages nearby are full of farmers and shepherds, and they don't have the force or the numbers to defend themselves.” She paused and shrugged. “So here we are."
"That's really brave, Jules," Eli said simply.
She gave Eli a crooked smile, uncomfortable with the compliment. "No, it's just what we do."
◆◆◆
 
"Tell me about the Queen. How did Tobias even find out she was here?"
"They receive letters occasionally, at Ravenwood," Juliette explained. "There isn't a regular scheduled mail delivery, since the road is ungoverned – as you noticed.”
Eli thought back to the attack on their trip and nodded. Definitely ungoverned, she thought, remembering the screams and the chopped-off hand.
“But merchants sometimes collect letters and packages before they leave for the southern market,” Juliette continued. “They started getting messages about an attacker in the area a few weeks before our journey up here."
"And they left that quickly?"
"We usually escort them up here in the spring, anyway. But, yes, we left early after they heard that the new ruler had murdered her nearest neighbors in cold blood. She didn't even take their land or livestock, apparently it was just a show of force."
"That's awful!" Eli gasped.
"She left their bodies in the street, and even killed their oldest son. The Duke was a distant cousin of Tobias, and they were all dear friends of the whole house. They sometimes stayed here for days at a time," she trailed off, thinking of her lost friends.
"Did she have some kind of grudge against them?" Eli asked, confused.
Juliette shook her head. "They say she's not even from this area, that she's an outsider who just decided to sweep in and take over. The villagers that I've spoken with had never seen her before. It's hard to tell from inside the house grounds, of course, but there's a deep tension in the surrounding towns – everyone is expecting an attack at any time."
"Will they attack us?"
"We're too well-fortified here,” Juliette reassured Eli. “They'd be crazy to try it, but that's why we keep all of the gates closed at night."
They sat on the roof, watching the birds and admiring the view, until the sun started to sink low in the sky.
As they were getting chilled and ready to go back inside, Juliette finally asked, "So what happened down there in the basement?"
Eli had hoped she wouldn't bring it up. She wasn't ready to talk about the kidnapping, even to her closest friend.
"I guess I just freaked out. It's nothing."
"Are you claustrophobic? Does that always happen in closed spaces? Or underground?"
"No, it's just... I don't like basements. I didn't expect it to happen, but I guess it just reminded me of... It's nothing. Just a bad memory."
"All right, I understand that much," Juliette replied with a serious expression. "We all have bad memories that sneak up on us sometimes. If you ever want to talk about it, let me know."
"Sure. I'll do that," Eli replied, not intending it truthfully at all – but then realizing that maybe she actually did mean it. "Thanks."
"And thank you for introducing me to this beautiful but nauseating view. Now let's go back down to the kitchen where it's warm. I'm frozen solid."
Eli led the way back across the roof, to the door to the attic stairway – and opened it to find the light and warmth and happy chatter of the house waiting for them, like they'd never been gone.




CHAPTER THIRTY

Finally, Doctor Tau came back one night. She was alone, unannounced, with no guards or servants. She unlocked the door, sat on the bed, and spoke to Sarah quietly.
"I only have a moment, but you deserve an explanation. The Queen is a bit... well, paranoid. She's currently convinced that there is a spy in the castle. I think I've managed to assure her that it can't be you, because I believe you're what we call an Outworlder, but I don't think it's safe for you to live freely in the house yet."
"So that's why I've been stuck in here?"
"Yes, I'm sorry, my dear. We've been trying to keep you healthy and occupied, but I know you must be lonely and bored, and probably a bit scared."
Sarah nodded.
"Hopefully it won't be too much longer. You'll need to be formally introduced to the Queen and her lieutenant before you'll be allowed to stay in the house, but I'm afraid it will go... badly if we don't find the spy first. That's assuming there actually is a spy."
"Will she yell 'Off With Her Head?'" Sarah asked with a laugh.
"That's exactly what I'm trying to avoid," Doctor Tau replied, quite seriously – to Sarah's alarm. "Well, in the meantime, we can at least get you something to read and perhaps some playing cards. I've saved your leg and probably your life, so I can't have you dying of boredom. I'll ask the guards to take you to the library tomorrow night around midnight, when you won't be caught. But you'll need to be cautious and quick."
Sarah had to admit, a library sounded wonderful right now.
◆◆◆
 
The doctor was as good as her word, and two very large guards arrived the following night for the dark and silent labyrinthine trek through the castle.
It was a personal library in someone's house, but it was bigger than the library in Sarah's school. A beautiful stained-glass window shone in the moonlight, decorated with birds and foxes. Another one had dragons. They glimmered above the main room, where hardcover books filled shelves towering higher than she could see in the dim light, and a wheeled ladder leaned against the shelves like something in an old movie.
Sarah didn't dare touch anything at first, even when she walked into the next room and found paperbacks galore. She longed to grab a handful from each shelf, but they weren't all in English (or any other language she recognized). She started checking out each shelf, scanning the titles for something that sounded interesting, but the guards were already getting fidgety at her delay.
The doctor hadn't told her how many she could take, and she wasn't about to ask the guards. She found a section that looked like fiction and grabbed anything that had English writing on the spine. She ended up with four.  She didn't want to waste any more time, but she turned to look around the room for a moment in the moonlit darkness.
Maria would love this place, she thought to herself. There were reading nooks with tiny gas-powered wall lamps, and window seats with cushions and pillows. Sarah wished she could flop down into one of the niches with a cup of tea and a big fluffy dog, but she needed to get out of here before they got caught. And she needed to think about how to deal with this recent, worrying 'kill the spy' turn of events.
After letting the guards know she was done, they escorted her back to her prison cell. It might be beautiful and cozy, but she could only think of it as a prison now.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The new red-haired girl walked out into our yard this morning and started throwing corn like it was a weapon. I looked around quickly for my mate. Luckily, my dearest had the good sense to duck and run when the projectiles flew at her head.
Of course she did. That's my missus.
We hate new feeders. They're usually a substitute for someone who's sick, and they're angry at being sent outside. Or they're just in a bad mood. Or maybe they're just stupid.
In any case, they're dangerous.
"Could you please be civil?"
The girl gave a small shriek and pulled her hands to her chest, handful of corn untossed.
"We have not offended you. There is no reason to pelt us."
She glanced around, confused and clearly shaken.
I waited to see what she would do next, panic or answer...
Panic.
Good.
She dumped the rest of the corn in her flight, and my family and I were able to finish eating in peace.
◆◆◆
 
"Has that chicken always lived here, Mister Ribasche?" Eli asked the gardener while he was fixing the drying rack. It had broken when she brought out the hand-woven dishtowels to dry, and he was doing his best to repair it before Maggie noticed it was missing.
"Which chicken, miss?"
She smiled, crookedly, "You know, the chicken. The chicken."
He turned slowly and looked out into the yard. "All of our chickens were born here, miss. I believe they were, for there's no one else out this way who trades livestock."
He was no dummy, he must have known she was hinting at something. He looked at her and squinted, like the real question might suddenly appear in words on her forehead. Bless his heart, he wanted to help.
So, no talking chicken?
Or just selective chattiness?
Nah, probably just losing my mind, Eli thought to herself. No way she was going to ask any more questions.
"So how much longer until the apples start to grow?" she asked, changing the subject.
But Eli wasn't one to give up, and she was pretty sure she wasn't crazy. Unless, of course, this whole thing was her imagination... but then it wouldn't matter if this one aspect was insane. She figured someone was just playing a silly trick on her.
So the next day, she steadied her hand and tossed the dried corn gently to the chickens in the courtyard instead of flinging it. That didn't seem to matter. She waited for another strange voice, looking around cautiously as she fed them, all to no avail.
She tried a different technique the following morning. Carefully approaching each hen and creating a small pile of corn for her, she circled the yard, feeling a little like a chicken valet. This was working better, though, because they didn't bicker if they each had their own serving, she noticed.
After a few days, she had basically forgotten the incident but was now interested in tending to these funny fowl. As she fed them each separately, she scratched their necks gently as a hello. They were egg hens, she’d discovered, so she wasn't worried about getting attached to them. She greeted each of them and made sure they had plenty of clean water.
She smiled to herself as she walked back to the kitchen – cheered up by the chickens and glad that she'd found a hobby that made her feel more useful and less underfoot.
"I suppose you're waiting for a medal now?" a sharp voice called from behind her.
"What?! I was only trying—" she spun around to defend her actions and found one of the chickens standing on the repaired drying rack.
"Well, at least you're not trying to kill us with corn anymore," it squawked. "That's an improvement." It fluttered away to join the others, leaving Eli speechless.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

One of the younger guards finally befriended Sarah. He must have felt sorry for her, she thought to herself, because it couldn't have been a crush. She hadn't had a real bath since the old woman's house, and she could feel how bad her hair looked. And probably smelled.
The guard wasn’t allowed in Sarah’s room, of course, but he’d stand in the doorway – sometimes comparing notes with his colleagues – while she sat in a rather grand armchair and ate her assigned meals. He’d tell her stories about the castle and the surrounding lands.
Among the stories he told her were details all about the Queen and how she had taken over after the previous ruling family had been murdered in their sleep. It was like a cross between a gruesome fairy tale and a true crime show on tv.
She had banished half of the staff, and the villagers said she'd massacred anyone who was seen weeping for the old Duchess, who was apparently very kind and just.
Total twisted fairy tale. The Queen always wore red, he said, to hide the blood. And she was quite vengeful, looking for a reason to slaughter anyone who gave her the tiniest provocation. Sarah pictured an old, ugly crone who had been in power for decades, but no. He said she was young and beautiful and had only been on the throne for about six months.
“That's a serious career advancement plan,” Sarah mused.
“Sorry?”
“She butchered her way to the throne in only six months? She sounds terrifying, Godwin!”
“Nah, she might be a bit…”
“Nightmarish?”
“…a bit intimidating, I’ll say. But she’s very good to us, the guards. And she protects all of her loyal people from the other villagers who want to destroy us. There’s a vicious army led by an evil, terrifying woman – much worse than the Queen – and whenever our guards go outside, she attacks them. I’ve heard she’s some magical preordained sorceress. She casts wicked spells on our men, and they die horribly.”
Sarah stared worriedly at Godwin, wondering what awful kind of world she’d fallen into, but growing relieved that the Queen at least protected them from these attacks. Even if she was also quite mad.
“Besides, it’s quite nice in the castle, isn’t it?” her friend asked hopefully. “It’s much nicer than where I grew up. And I can send my wages home to my mother…”
Sarah tilted her head at this tough young guard, reassessing her opinion of him. “Go on, tell me more of your stories about the beautiful Queen,” she asked with a smile.
She had a huge and cruel guard whom she called her First Lieutenant – Godwin continued, falling back into the creepy magic of his tale – and he was always protectively by her side. She trusted her First Lieutenant with everything, and he did most of her dirty work with the staff and villagers. Everyone was terrified of him, and no one ever saw her without him present as her escort and bodyguard.
Sarah thought about the doctor's statement that she would be required to meet the Queen soon, and she began to worry. If even half of Godwin’s weird, gory tale was true, then she was a dangerous and likely insane ruler. If she was on a delusional hunt for a spy, and her new friend was right about the growing body count, then Sarah really needed to keep a low profile, just to be safe.
If she was lucky, maybe an actual spy would be found...
Unfortunately, Doctor Tau arrived just two days later to tell Sarah that the Queen had requested her presence.
"Be careful what you say to her," she warned. "In fact, let me do all of the talking unless she asks you a direct question. She can be a bit... difficult."
Sarah thought of the young guard telling her that the Queen had ordered her First Lieutenant to tear out the fingernails of a kitchen girl who'd burned the turkey at dinner.
"Difficult?"
"She has a bit of a temper. But she trusts me. I should be able to keep you safe."
"Should?!" Sarah asked, anxiety rising.
"Don't worry."
"Easy for you to say," Sarah replied with a weak smile.
"No, seriously, don't worry. At all. I think she can sense fear."




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Eli was checking out her new walking boots, which had just arrived on the carriage from the market, as a young girl came into the room and was startled to see her.
"Are you Elizabeth?!" she asked, a bit breathless.
"Almost everyone calls me Eli," she replied, wishing it was true. "Who are you? Do you live here?"
"I'm Serena," the girl answered. "I'm six! My mom works in the kitchen. You talk funny. Do you like dogs? We have a new puppy."
Not always a fan of younger kids, Eli was charmed by her chatty visitor. Her lessons were never with other kids, even though she knew there were some in the house.  "I love dogs. How did you know my name? Did your mom tell you I was coming?"
"Everyone knew you were coming. You're famous, didn't you know?" Serena asked with a very serious look.
Eli couldn't help but laugh. "Famous? Am I a rock star, or an actress? Or maybe a supermodel?" She struck a pose that would have been quite glamorous if she hadn't been eleven.
Serena shook her head. "My mom says you're a princess or something. She said there's a magic book and it says you're..."
A distracted-looking woman popped her head around the doorway. "Serena! I knew that was your voice. What are you doing up here? You know you're not allowed upstairs without me." She took the girl's hand, and then looked up at Eli. "I'm so sorry she's been bothering you. Is your family visiting from one of the nearby villages?"
"Oh, it's no bother, she was just telling me a make-believe story. I need to change clothes, but maybe we can meet later?"
The girl's mother was happy to hear it. "She'd love that, and it would keep her busy while we're preparing dinner. Did you come up here with your parents? I'll make sure it's ok with them."
"Oh. No." Eli quickly remembered again that she wasn't like the other children. "I came with Tobias. My parents are... they aren't here."
The woman went suddenly pale. "Oh. Oh, you're Elizabeth." She went limp and slumped onto the bed, looking stricken. "What did Serena say to you, Elizabeth?"
"It was just a make-believe..."
"No, I'm sorry. I don't mean to sound rude, but I need to know exactly what she said. Please."
"She just said I was famous, and I'm a princess, and there's a magic book. It was nothing, just a fairy tale. That's when you walked in." Eli felt like she had committed some horrible offense and wanted this oddly-frightened woman to understand it was just a joke.
Instead, she grabbed her daughter with shaking hands and lifted her into her arms, holding her more like an infant than a grown child. Serena was visibly startled but didn't resist. Backing away and looking back from the doorway at Eli as if she couldn't tear her eyes away – or didn't dare – the woman ran away with her little girl.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, the whole household was silent. No one said good morning to Eli or asked about breakfast, they all just stared sadly and left her alone.
She had finally gone back upstairs and was sitting in her room, wondering why everyone was looking at her like she had terminal cancer – and trying to decide whether she really wanted to know – when Shelby walked into the room. She was Juliette's dog, a small grey creature with gentle eyes, who looked like a tiny greyhound.
Eli's family never had any much money, even when business was good, but her father could always scrape together a few bucks to bet on the greyhounds.
Practically everyone else in her neighborhood had at least one dog. The people who worked in IT at McGynn had poodles and French bulldogs, and the people who worked behind the scenes like her grandmother mostly had chihuahuas and pitties.
She loved all of them, but she was never allowed to get one.
Shelby jumped up on the bed and gave Eli a tentative lick on the face. She obviously knew her human friend was stressed but wasn't sure how to react. Juliette never showed anxiety or fear, only very occasional quirkiness. Eli scratched Shelby's ears and tried to force a smile.
"It's ok, fuzzball. I'm not mad, I just want to know what's going on around here today... Are you going to tell me the local gossip, Shelby?"
She started to smile at her own joke, and then remembered the talking chicken.
"Oh... No, no, no. Don't tell me. Not you too?"
Shelby cocked her head to one side but didn't reply. At least that was one good thing. Eli really didn't need any smart-mouthed animals today.
◆◆◆
 
"Jules, you have to tell me. What's going on around here?" Eli implored her friend. "Why is everyone acting so weird today? No one will talk to me. They all keep walking away like I'm invisible."
"Oh, Eli. I don't know how to tell you," she replied with a sigh, shaking her head. "I mean, I really don't know. I can tell you part of it, the part about today."
"Ok," Eli answered, confused, as she sat down on Juliette's bed.
"Do you remember the little girl you met? Her mom said she went in your room and the girl was talking to you."
"Sure. Serena."
"You remember what she told you?"
"Sure, it was a story about me and a book. But her mom kind of freaked out."
"And I... I can't tell you why. But Serena's in a coma."
"WHAT?!"
"That's why everyone's acting weird. It's not your fault, but..."
"What?! How would it be my fault?"
"I can't TELL you," Juliette replied, confounded and frustrated. "She's sick because she told you that story, and if she'd said any more before her mom stopped her, she might be dead. Nobody's blaming you, they're all just scared right now."
"Jules, I don't understand."
"I know, Eli. And if I tell you, I'll die too."
"Oh..."
"Let me think about it," Juliette finally said. "Maybe there's a way..."




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The young queen walked into the receiving room where Sarah sat waiting, and she was indeed dressed entirely in red. Even her four-inch heels were covered in swirls of garnets and rubies. So her friend Godwin was right about that part. Sarah tried desperately not to stare at the dress, mentally restraining herself from squinting to look for blood stains.
Sarah's heart raced. Every rumor and secret she had heard since arriving at the castle told her she would be killed in the next few minutes – and yet she was strangely fascinated to see the infamous Queen, who instilled such love and terror in her people. Finally, really see her.
The elegant ruler drew closer, but Sarah still couldn't see her face. She knew she would be beautiful and could just barely see enough of her profile to confirm it.
The Queen drew a sword from her waistband and turned toward Sarah, not yet raising it. Just observing.
As her face came into clear view, for a moment Sarah couldn't believe her eyes, and then relief and joy washed over her.
"Maria? … MARIA!!" She rushed toward the young Queen with her arms open, without weapons, all fear and anger gone. Her best friend's lovely face was only feet away when three enormous bodyguards tackled her.
"Maria, tell them who I am," she yelped from the floor, pushing one of the men away. "Where have you been? I've missed you so much, Maria, how did you—"
In her defense, the Queen did take a moment to look at Sarah, crumpled on the ground under her vicious First Lieutenant and another two guards – but it was with a complete lack of familiarity, only disgust and perhaps an ounce of confusion. And then...
"Kill her."
◆◆◆
 
"NO!" the doctor ran toward the two young women with her hands up.
"Bellara? What is this?!"
"I'm so sorry, your highness. I told her not to speak. She obviously made a mistake. I'll just..."
"She attacked me!"
"No, she... Let me speak with her. I don't know what she was doing, but she's not the spy. She's an Outworlder, you can see that. So she can't be the spy."
Sarah sat hunched on the floor, staring at the Queen but not daring to move a muscle. A crowd of men stood around her with swords drawn, waiting for their orders. Doctor Tau crept up to Sarah slowly, reaching for her, trying to wedge herself between the fallen girl and the ferocious Queen.
"She just made a mistake."
"An Outworlder," the Queen repeated with apparent understanding. "I see. Take her away, Bellara. Lock her up, and then come to me and explain it yourself."
The doctor scooped Sarah up and rushed her away toward the door.
"Maria..." Sarah whispered again.
"Shhh."
While the doctor returned to the Queen, trying to save the young prisoner’s life once again, Sarah's mind drifted back to Maria's jeweled high-heeled shoes – so beautiful and yet so wrong.
Her brain whispered to her, “Maria would never have worn those.”
Sarah wouldn't have worn them either, but she would have admired them in a magazine. On Maria they were completely inappropriate. She would have made a statement wearing interesting vintage Chuck Taylors or Doc Martins, not those jeweled treasures.
"Does she really want to kill me?!" Sarah's brain intruded again, obnoxiously. She tried to shove that thought back out of her head for the moment while she worked out the bigger picture.
Could this all be just some psychotic trick and that's not even really her? Or I've lost my mind? She couldn't think about that possibility right now, either. But she missed Maria so much, missed everyone so much. And just seeing her made Sarah stop hating her life for a moment.
"On the other hand, it would even more of a relief to know she's not trying to kill me..." her brain interrupted again. Stupid one-track mind.
This is all some big mistake, she reassured herself. Once I get a chance to talk to her, we’ll get it all figured out.
◆◆◆
 
Doctor Tau came back an hour later and told Sarah that her presence was requested again. And she told her again to shut up unless she was addressed directly. This time Sarah ordered herself to listen.
"I would like you to meet my vizier and captain of the guard," Maria said, when they had returned to her huge and spartan receiving room. "Her name is Desert Flower."
A young woman carrying a very sharp sword walked up beside her Queen and stood like a soldier. She was strikingly beautiful and had sky blue hair and pale yellow skin. She reminded Sarah of what the first daffodil of spring would look like if it came to life. She started to wonder abstractly if she would smell like a daffodil, before abruptly remembering that the woman was probably going to kill her very soon.
"That's an interesting name," Sarah replied, searching for something else to say. To stall, or make conversation – or anything other than die, really. "Is there a desert near here?"
The young vizier raised one perfect, pale blue eyebrow and replied stoically, in an unfamiliar accent, "I'm not from near here."
"I... yes. That's a valid point."
"If you'd be interested in pleading your case, Desert Flower is also my chief counsel," Maria told Sarah. "She can take your statement and..."
"Wait, what? Isn't that an awful..." She caught herself and tried it more diplomatically. "Forgive my impertinence, but that seems like a conflict of interest. Your chief counsel is also your executioner?"
"Conflict of interest?" Maria paused politely to consider the argument. "You know, you might be right. But it's terribly convenient."




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

"Miss Elizabeth. You can't... Please, dear. You simply can't sit on the floor."
"Can't I?" Eli replied, annoyed and frustrated at everyone's continued iciness toward her. "I hear I'm a princess, so I'm pretty sure I can sit anywhere I want." She fluffed up her horrible, hated, gigantic crinoline and skirts and scooted her butt backward obnoxiously into the corner of the kitchen floor beside the courtyard door.
"Eli, don't you dare be nasty to her," came a quiet voice from the doorway.
Stupid chicken.
"I can say anything I want, I'm—" she looked at the chicken.
"Don't you at least understand that she's the one who'll be blamed if anyone else sees you?"
And then Eli looked back at the cook. Whose eyes were so worried and caring for this bratty girl in her kitchen.
Sigh.
"Fine. Beatrice, I'll get off your kitchen floor if you'll tell me why everyone's staring at me like I'm a ghost."
The cook blushed and quickly turned back to her spinach casserole, and the chicken irritably gestured for Eli to follow him to the greenhouse.
They walked out into the courtyard, and for the first time, Eli noticed his limp. She had no way of judging the age of a chicken, but suddenly had the impression that he was very old.
"I can't tell you much, so don't ask," he started. "But I think I've lived long enough to understand the rules – and if I'm wrong, there are several people who will look forward to roasting my carcass."
Eli nodded silently.
"You've heard enough to understand it without my help. There's a legend about a young woman. Not a girl. And it's not a book, as you heard, which would make all of this much simpler. It’s a convoluted story. The woman doesn’t know the legend, and anyone who tells the woman about the legend, dies. Easy as pie, right?"
“That’s not a legend, chicken. That’s a curse.”
He tilted his head in consideration but didn’t argue. “Semantics.”
She opened her mouth to ask...
"Nope. That's all you get." He looked up at the sky, apparently waiting for a bolt of lightning to strike him down. "Honestly, the mythology has been around so long, passed from generation to generation so many times, I don't think anyone believed it was actually you. Except maybe Tobias. We all thought it was wishful thinking, a hopeful game. Until the chatty kid almost bit it."
He walked away, shaking his head. "Go back inside and apologize to Beatrice now. And don't ever ask anyone again."
As she quickly found that she would always do, she obeyed the chicken.
◆◆◆
 
The next day, Eli was allowed to see Serena, who was being kept in the nicest room in the house. She seemed to just be sleeping, but she wouldn't wake up.
Her mother sat alone in the corner, still crying a little, but it was as Juliette had told her – she wasn't mad at Eli. She offered her a seat by the bed and seemed to know that Eli felt guilty, even though she didn't understand what her guilt could be for. And couldn't ask.
"I'm sure everyone has told you this already, Elizabeth, but it's not your fault. And it must be so confusing that we can't explain it. But the doctor said Serena seems to be getting better. He said her color is better and her pulse is stronger." She smiled through her tears, and Eli felt even more guilty that this poor woman was trying to be brave for her.
Eli sat and talked to the young girl for a while, telling her to get better quickly so they could play, like they'd planned. Then she left the room, promising to come back and visit, hurrying away to leave them alone.
In the weeks that followed, little Serena actually did improve. She woke up and eventually could walk and even play again. But she never did come to visit Eli. She would play with other children outside and dine with her mother, but she never spoke to Eli. Eventually they left the house in a carriage one day and never came back.
But the shock was over. Life returned to normal – or whatever passed for normal in a big house with a bigger, nearly-deadly secret and a talking chicken.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

"I'm not a spy, your highness." Sarah pled her innocence to the two women. "As the doctor explained, I arrived here by accident with... well, with a friend. And..."
Maria made a gesture with her left hand, and Sarah immediately heard a strange noise behind her, like an old machine starting up in the winter. A low, gravelly growling sound. She turned and saw a huge black and brown dog bearing down on her. It was following its mistress's non-verbal command, stalking the condemned.
And then it let out a squeak and bounded across the room.
"Sirius!!"
The dog pounced into Sarah's arms and licked her face like a puppy. He had grown so much, he must've been almost a hundred pounds. She happily scratched his ears and kissed his nose. "Oh, Sirius, I've missed you, boy!"
"WHAT IS THIS?!"
The Queen was irate but seemed baffled even more by her turncoat dog. "Sirius, down! Sirius, attack!"
But the dog just ran in joyful circles between his mistress and the prisoner, so happy to see his two favorite people together. He didn't understand it, but he didn't need to understand. He felt only doggy glee.
"How do you know his name, Outworlder?!"
Desert Flower only stood silently, without confusion or amusement, merely absorbing the scene and recording every detail in her agile and analytical mind and waiting for instructions.
"I need to consider this turn of events. Desert Flower, come with me. Bellara, take the prisoner back to her personal room."
Sirius stood panting happily but followed his mistress with an audible sigh when she called him.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Eli sat in quiet awe, watching the farrier and his young assistants in the stables repair and replace the horses' shoes. She had heard of horseshoes, of course, but only as good luck charms. She never knew they were actual protection for horses' feet.
She had seen police horses in the city, and their feet were enormous and pointy and seemed to be as hard as rocks. Why would they need protecting?
So she stayed out of the way and just watched. And not just because she didn't want to ask a stupid question and sound like a moron. Mostly because the horses didn't seem to mind, and the farrier seemed to understand their thoughts and worries, going slow when they became restless, and hurrying with the older horses who didn't have any concerns. She could watch that all day.
"Will you teach me to do that?"
The farrier turned around, obviously having forgotten Eli was there.
"No."
He went back to his work.
"What?"
"No, child. I have an apprentice, as you know, and I can't afford to lose any more time when the... political atmosphere is so..."
"Right. The thing with the Queen," she mumbled.
He nodded. "And you have no need to learn such a skill, little one. With the way they all fawn over you, you'll likely be the mistress of this place soon, and you'll be far too busy to shoe horses. Or to even speak with the likes of me, I should think."
Eli opened her mouth to tell him that he was wrong, that she wasn't that sort of person and he'd always matter to her.
And then she realized she didn't even know his name.
◆◆◆
 
As Juliette walked into the changing room after practice, Eli realized it was the first time she had ever seen her friend barefoot. From the opposite side of the room, a mark was visible on the sole of her foot.
It seemed to be tattoo of some sort, and looked a little like a Celtic rune, but Eli was pretty sure it wasn't. As close as they had become, she was still too shy to ask her friend about it – so she watched patiently while trying to stifle her curiosity. As Juliette sat down to put her boots back on, she caught Eli looking and lifted her foot.
"I've had it since I was a baby," she said. "My parents had them too."
"Why would someone tattoo a baby?" Eli whispered with shock.
"This one was for my parent's crimes."
She pulled her blouse off her shoulder, exposing a second tattoo on her shoulder blade. She must have known Eli couldn't see it, so she sat down next to her so the mark was visible. "The second is a warning. My parents had the third, but I was taken away before they could give it to me."
In Eli's world, they were just tattoos. Maybe they meant something pure, inspiring, and intended for life. Or maybe they meant you got really drunk last weekend. Even if you knew the person well, there was no way of guessing their tattoo's inception.
In Juliette's world, she explained, these three markings meant treason, torture, death.
When Mirabella heard about the conversation with Juliette, she understood Eli's shock and confusion.
"No one has told you how Juliette came to live here, have they? With us?"
Eli couldn't think of any logical response, so she just looked at her. She tried not to look sarcastic – Who would have told me, if not you? No one else tells me anything! – because she sensed this might be critically important.
Mirabella was obviously offended by Eli's silence anyway. "And you somehow haven't wondered why she was so instinctively drawn to you? Did you not even notice how much she adored you right away?" she sneered.
"Yes! Yes, of course I noticed, but everyone loves me."
And then Eli immediately realized that she sounded like every snotty brat she hated at school.
"That's not what I meant! I mean... everyone here loves me for no reason. Like I'm some magical, weird, possibly dangerous object from a museum." She stopped for a moment, trying to figure out how to explain what she was thinking, and sighed. "I didn't think Juliette's misguided love when I first got here was any different from everyone else's. But now she's my friend."
Mirabella sat down across from her. "Eli. The Duke's guardmaster found Juliette in a basket in the woods while he was camping in the mountains. Her mother had been butchered nearby, presumably by her own people. But someone had the courage to save her as an infant. No one on our side would have rescued her, but someone in the forest thought she was worth saving. Perhaps they knew her parents. But to us... the people of her race are our enemies. Have been our enemies for centuries."
"Your enemies? She saved my life. And yours too."
"I'm aware of that. More than once."
Eli sat down on the floor. "She's... she's from a completely different race of people? Are they like, Giants?"
She thought for a moment that Mirabella might slap her. And in a moment, she thought that she might have deserved it.
"Don't you think I'm a different race? Or a different species, even?" she asked, coldly, silvery-blue eyes flashing.
Eli looked at her pale yellow skin and lovely dark cornflower hair with fresh eyes. "I guess so. I never thought about it… You're my friend, why would I care?"
Mirabella's anger softened at Eli's honesty. "Not everyone feels that way, little one. To answer your question, there haven't been any Giants in this area for centuries. But they didn't look like Juliette's people. The Etchemina are tall but graceful warriors, and although vicious and bloodthirsty, they are an intelligent, matriarchal society. The Giants were nothing but monsters."
"I thought she was just..."
"Just tall?” Mirabella asked with a crooked smile. “Eli. She's over seven feet tall."
"Lots of basketball players are seven feet tall!" she replied in frustration. "Come on, Mirabella, I'm five foot two. Everyone over six feet looks like Godzilla to me.” After a minute, she asked the hard question. “Why do the people here hate her people? Just because they're different?"
"Different?! The Etchemina tormented all of our ancestors, butchered entire..."  She took a deep breath before continuing. "Ok. Ok, not yours. The Etchemina killed my ancestors, and those of other northern tribes. They became our captors and enemies, enslaving us and committing unmentionable atrocities. Some of the people in Vrana hate them for no reason, but my people have a close, and recent, history with them.”
“But the guy who found Juliette brought her back here? Kept her safe?”
“Some of them, an isolated few, have adopted our culture and our beliefs. And they've suffered for it in their own communities."
"Juliette's mother?"
"Was executed by her own community. And the tattoos say that her crime was believing in the legend." she whispered.
"What legen... Oh."
"So you see...?"
"Yeah. I see."
Mirabella nodded silently, believing her.
"I don't know why you didn't tell me this months ago. But now I understand."




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Sarah waited several hours in her room this time without the doctor's return. After a while, she began to worry that this meant bad news – but then it was night, and she heard the house settling down to rest. She slept fitfully, dreaming about being executed in dozens of different ways, each more brutal than the last – starting awake after each one.
At the first sound of movement in the halls before daylight, she gave up on sleep.
She was reaching to turn on the gas lamp when suddenly she heard a fuss in the hallway outside of her room – voices talking loudly and excitedly, but she couldn't make out the words from her bed.
Getting up to stand closer to the door, she tried to eavesdrop nonchalantly, knowing that any of them could walk through the door at any moment.
"I heard the Queen's First Lieutenant has been discovered as the spy!" one of the older guards announced, clearly shocked.
"That's impossible, he's her most trusted advisor," his comrade argued back dismissively.
"That's how he was able to be the best spy, right? He was always there to hear her secrets!"
There was a moment of silence while they considered that. "Nah, I don't believe it. He was always loyal to her, even when she asked for things that seemed completely mad. He'd never betray her."
"I swear it's true. I heard the doctor talking about it with that foreign vizier lady."
"The doctor? Well, she would certainly know... But I've known the lieutenant since we were in training together. I'm sure it's not true. I'll just ask him when I see him."
The first guard laughed sardonically. "Better make it quick, man." And then they were gone.
So there really was a spy, Sarah thought to herself, a little surprised. Surprised and thankful that he had been found before she could be formally accused herself.
◆◆◆
 
I dreamed about the old woman the following night, but in my dream, I could understand what she was saying.
"I knew you came from the outside, like the others," she told me. "We have a lot of outsiders here, but they usually come from the other outside. The first outside. Not the second outside. There are many outsides, but only one inside."
In my dream, that made sense. I can't imagine why.
"Most come from the magical outside, not the outside where they waste my medicinal basil in soup."
Even in my dream, I rolled my eyes at that.
"But the other girl comes from your outside too."
"Maria?"
"The girl in the prophesy. The little one. You didn't bring her, but she came with you."




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

"My dad ran off with a waitress from the diner," Eli started. She hadn't told anyone about her life at home but figured Juliette deserved it after all she'd confided in Eli. "We're from a small town, and it was my parents' diner, so everyone knew. Mom couldn't stand to be there, so she took a job in a flower shop in the next town over – but since she was part-owner, she had to keep up the diner for a while too.
"I never saw her while she was working two jobs, so my grandmother became my replacement parent. She's retired, but she works part time as one of the caretakers at McGynn, my school. She's the one that got me accepted at the school, even though my parents aren't engineers there. So she was working while I was in class, and we'd get back to our apartment around the same time. It was a good setup because we could work on my homework and fix dinner together. She taught me to play this old lady card game called 'Rummy 500', and we'd play until bedtime. I thought it was a dumb game until I started winning," she added with a laugh.
Juliette laughed too but didn't interrupt.
"Gram was busy in the evenings, obviously, but we always had a hot meal at night anyway. She said that was just what she believed, that we should have a real dinner, no matter what. It usually wasn't anything fancy, but she was a good cook and a great gardener, so it was always pretty delicious, even if it was simple. Sometimes on the weekends, she would really cook, though. My grandfather was in the Navy, and when he was alive, they traveled all over. She could make dinners from a dozen different countries, and they were all great."
Eli knew kids in school who wouldn't eat anything but chicken nuggets and cheerios, and she knew they were crazy.
"My mom usually got home after I went to bed and left before I went to school in the morning. I'd sometimes see her at breakfast, but that was all. And then one day, the police came for her in the middle of the night. On a Tuesday. She had just come in to kiss me goodnight when they knocked on the front door.” Eli looked down at her hands and closed her eyes but kept talking. “She went back out to get the door, and I heard a man's voice. I couldn't make out what he was saying, but he sounded serious. I could tell he was trying to talk quietly. And then I heard my grandmother go to the door too, and I got scared. I sneaked to the doorway to listen, and..." She stopped.
Juliette whispered, "What happened?" 
"I was too late. They were already walking her outside. It was the policemen who always came to eat at the diner, and they knew me. They didn't handcuff her because they didn't want to make it worse for me when my dad was already gone. And she wasn't a threat. One of them looked up and saw me, and she noticed and turned around too."
She opened her eyes as Juliette silently took her hand, but she didn’t look up.
"She yelled, 'It's not true, Eli. Grandma will take care of you until we get this fixed, but please trust me that it's not true.'"
"The officer pulled her away, and she was gone."
"What did they say she did?"
"I don't really know. Gram said it started with our taxes, and then she started stealing to fix it. But I think my dad did something bad, and made it look like it was her fault. But they wouldn't listen to me."
"I haven't seen my father since he left. They only live about twenty miles away, but he never even talks to me. Not even on holidays."
"He sounds like a prize."
"Yeah, but I still miss him, even though I know he's a jerk."
Juliette nodding knowingly.
"I won a spelling contest once. My word was Archaeopteryx. That's like a dinosaur with feathers. It's one of my favorites. Um, it was one of my favorites when I was little, I mean." Eli wondered for a minute if they knew about dinosaurs here, then figured they probably still had them. "Anyway, I got the word right. I looked around and realized the last competitor had been eliminated in the last round and was already sitting down. It's a small school, not a national competition or anything, but it was still like some crazy dream."
"I stood there staring into the stage lights for a second, and then I turned to look at the judges. Mrs. Marsh, my teacher, was grinning up at me like a proud auntie, and then it fully dawned on me that I had won. I looked out into the audience, scanning for anyone who might be on Team Eli. Not a mother or father, obviously, but anyone? Neighbor? Actual aunt? Teammate from the History League competition team? Pediatrician's sister's dog?"
“No one?” Juliette asked with a frown.
"Nope. Even my grandmother was off working somewhere. Mrs. Marsh ran up on the stage and handed me the Spelling Bee trophy with a huge hug, like she was my only cheerleader in the world. Which, really, she was."




CHAPTER FORTY

"The Queen wants to see you now."
Sarah's head jerked up in a moment of happiness before she remembered that Maria had no idea who she was. Her joy was immediately replaced with confusion, and she looked around the room for a second. "Who, me?"
"Yes, you will follow me now," the guard ordered.
"I don't understand why she would..." she said as she was starting to stand up and brush down her clothes. The impatient guard grabbed her arm and roughly pulled her toward him. "Calm down! I'm coming. Jeez..."
He relaxed a little when she followed him out of the room.
"She doesn't even know me. Why does she want to see me?"
He completely ignored her, as if she hadn't even spoken. Sarah sensed a little irritation that the dirty peasant girl was getting more attention than her handsome and very attentive guard.
But still she couldn't imagine why Maria suddenly had an interest in her.
Could she have remembered me?!
Her heart leapt for a moment at the thought, but if her dearest amnesiac friend in the world had randomly recalled her existence, she wouldn't be sending an armed guard to get Sarah. She'd be in her room with coffee chip ice cream and two spoons. Sigh.
When they reached Maria's personal suite of rooms, he rapped on the door with the butt of his sword and stepped away. The door opened, and he gestured that Sarah should go in.
"Just me?" she whispered.
He nodded severely and gestured again.
Crap.
She walked nervously into an apparently empty room with gorgeous furniture and fifteen foot ceilings. The windows looked out into a garden that was bigger than their entire school, filled with flowering trees and every rose bush and peony known to man. The scent of magnolias reached up to the open windows even though they were three stories high.
Sarah stood for a moment, breathing it in, the scents and the luxury, and then turned back to the room. She looked for the bookcase that must be there but only saw lavish artwork and more lovely but meaningless trinkets. The wallpaper was a gorgeous rococo pattern in golds, coppers, and muted greens, Maria's favorite colors.
Finally, the Queen appeared from the side salon, sweeping into the room like an empress. Sarah expected her second in command, the nasty First Lieutenant, to appear behind her since he was always in her shadow, waiting for her word. But he was conspicuously absent.
And then Sarah noticed the discoloration of the wallpaper beside her – a tawny patch with a few drip marks. And the boots and pant legs of a prone body, barely visible behind the couch.
Maria approached her. "Thank you so much for coming, Sarah." As she came closer, she could smell her perfume – the cloying scent of a much older woman, strange on the teenager she knew her to be. "As you can see, there has been... a change in the regime."
She waved vaguely toward the feet and gore-stained wall, distracted.
"I like you, Sarah. You've got charisma."
Sarah nodded silently, trying not to panic while she distractedly waited for Desert Flower to walk up behind her and slit her throat.
"You're my new Chief Advisor, dear. Isn't that lovely? I'll have this room cleaned, and we'll meet back for martial planning at dusk. Agreed?"
◆◆◆
 
Sarah was looking at the intricate pottery on one of the shelves for about the hundredth time, after returning at dusk, when she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned to look, but there was nothing.
She had been waiting for Maria for an hour, thoughts switching rapidly between excitement and dread, as she wondered about the seemingly unknown person in her best friend’s body.
How can I help her remember?
Remember me, and remember who she is? With no ideas, Sarah could only hope to find a solution when she had more time to think.
In the meantime, she had nothing to do but stare at the walls. To be fair, they were very interesting walls. But it was nearly dark, and the candlelit shadows must have been playing with her eyes, she thought.
She gave up and walked to the window. The gardens looked beautiful in the fading light, with the early moonlight shining on the flagstones.
Movement caught her eye again, and she turned back into the room. Nothing.
Then she saw it, a shape in the shadows, like a huge arm waving to her. A disembodied giant's arm.
But there was no giant.
She walked closer to the shadow and heard a childlike voice, "Up here, little moron! Helloooo?"
Something in her triggered a fear response, even though there was nothing to see. Not terror, but creepy-crawly eeriness and all nerves on edge. Completely irrational and unlike her, frankly.
She lifted her head and suddenly found a spider six inches from her face, waving one leg at her in an otherwise friendly gesture.
So, of course, she shrieked in alarm and backpedaled until she tripped over the couch, landing on the antique settee, which broke into a million pieces and sent her sprawling onto the floor in a heap.
Smooth.
"Honestly, there's no helping these Outworlders," the voice sighed. "I see you're as foolish as Gerald told me. How lovely. When you're done panicking, little addlepated one, I've got a message for you."
The spider rolled all eight of her eyes at Sarah's histrionics, but waited patiently until she stood up and cautiously inched her way back over to her, feeling for cobwebs all the way.
"A message? From who?" The weirdness of talking to spiders was beginning to slide forcibly toward the back of her mind.
"Whom."
"Yes, of course, from whom?"
The spider fiddled her legs together in a graceful and yet strangely sinister way. "That's where it gets interesting, little one."




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Eli thought once again how much she'd love it here if she didn't get so tired of being treated like an underfoot kid. An underfoot, fragile kid that belonged on a high shelf.
They wouldn't let her help with cooking in the kitchen, even peeling the carrots – which she was allowed to do at home almost before she could walk. The gardener wouldn't let her help with the serious planting, and the harvest was too far away to even consider. They shooed her out of the stables and chased her away from the goats.
I know it's because they don't think I'd be good enough, she told herself. Because, despite the legend, I'm a kid.
Finally, she walked over to the gymnasium, thinking she could at least watch the soldiers practice fighting without being kicked out.
So Eli sat in the corner, in the shadows, watching the young men fight. Some of them were barely more than boys, and when she looked more closely, there were even some girls – young women – including one of the instructors.
She ate some leftover bread and cheese from breakfast instead of going back to the main house for lunch, glad to be unseen and enjoying the mock battles. They were fighting with short swords, longer than a dagger but smaller than something out of a pirate movie. It made the combat closer and more fun to watch.
Not that it was harmless. A few people got hurt, but not dangerously. They were obviously well-trained in both offense and defense before they were allowed to fight so closely.
When she finally got up to leave, she found an older man standing behind her. He had grey hair and scars on his face and hands, but he wore a gentle and humorous expression.
"Would you like a lesson, miss?" he asked with a smile.
◆◆◆
 
He started Eli out sparring with a kid who was about her own age, maybe a tiny bit smaller than her.
But as previously demonstrated, Eli wasn't a complete idiot. Even after just a few hours of watching from the shadows, she already knew that these kids had been training to fight since they were in diapers. Possibly in the womb, if their mothers stood too close together.
Luckily, they apparently also learned some degree of tact. The boy could have kicked Eli's butt and left her a bleeding laughingstock on the floor – as anyone in her old school in Cordele would have done in a heartbeat. Instead, he carefully corrected her when she made mistakes and re-positioned her hands and feet to show her the best way to attack.
The boy obviously understood the trainer when he gave suggestions in English, but he never spoke, or even made a sound. Eli wondered if he couldn't talk or just chose not to do so. She wondered for about five seconds before the next attack came at her head, and then her thoughts were elsewhere.
After the fifth time she was knocked down and then gently helped back up, Eli was ready to give up.
She must have looked pathetic, because the young female trainer, whom she had seen from a distance, walked over and put her hand gently on Eli's face, making her look up at her. "Do not worry, young one. You doing good. Well." She was struggling to support Eli in a language that obviously wasn't her first, and Eli wondered if she would ever have found that courage in herself for a stranger.
Yeah, nope. Not even the smallest chance, she answered herself.
She smiled at the young woman, choked back her tears of loneliness and self-pity – and bruised-up body parts – and went back to sparring with her young opponent again.
It's funny, she reflected later, that the people here who could most easily beat her to a bloody pulp were the ones who were the most careful not to hurt her.
So very not like her old life at school.
In hindsight, she presumed they would do this for anyone in training. Considering the conscription laws, most of their trainees would be even younger and more vulnerable than Eli. Naturally there would be a gentleness in training small children.
And, of course, there would be dire consequences from someone, somewhere, if any of the trainers, or even top-level students, were to injure the spooky, deadly, magic
girl.
Ugh.
But, she thought, this seems to be just a place that has naturally eliminated bullying of any kind.
The gymnasium, she amended. Not the community as a whole.
The gymnasium seemed to be a fortress where bullying really wasn't accepted – where it honestly didn't even occur to the contestants or spectators. Even the people who had made it clear that they didn't accept her presence here, didn't believe the legends (and to be fair, she didn't either), still cheered happily for her when she connected a good kick.
And she learned to connect some pretty good kicks in the days and weeks of training that followed. Punches too.
She even headbutted someone once, although she nearly knocked herself out in the process. She reminded herself to ask for advanced lessons before she accidentally broke some important bones in her head.
◆◆◆
 
I was sitting in the garden the next day, trying to focus on reading but mostly dozing off in the late morning sun, when an animal I'd never seen before darted into the courtyard. It looked like a wolf, but a little smaller and colored like a fox.
I was alone and unarmed, except for my book – which didn't seem like much of a weapon against sharp teeth – so I kept my mouth shut and hoped it wouldn't see me.
It looked back over its shoulder and obviously saw something it didn't like, so it darted over to the gardener's shed and slipped into the shadows.
A minute or two later, several men in hunting gear ran into the courtyard too. I let out a sigh of relief when I saw them and waved subtly until they saw me. They immediately asked me if I'd seen the Larak, and I presumed they meant the creature hiding twenty feet from me.
I start to reply, but I looked across to where I had last seen it and found it was looking at me with a forlorn expression, ears down – and I swear it pleadingly shook its head "no."
I rolled my eyes in annoyance. One of the things I missed most about my old world was quickly becoming non-sentient animals.
"What's a Larak, good gentlemen?" I asked.
They quickly described the fuzzy, copper animal that was now obviously trying not to whine audibly.
"I've never seen anything like that, I'm afraid."
They stood looking at me for a moment longer.
"Are you hunting? We have a chicken that color, and you're welcome to eat him." I pointed toward the kitchens.
They ran off in their previous direction without thanking me.
To my horror, the Larak waited a few minutes and then slunk toward me silently. I cursed myself for trusting anyone or anything in this crazy place, even one with a cute face, and I took a deep breath to start screaming.
Before I could start, the Larak had snuggled his snout under my hands and placed his head in my lap, for all the world like a puppy that had gone too long without seeing its mistress.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

"Maria?"
"Yes, my dear?"
"I was trying to remember," Sarah said. "Without any books, I can't look it up. What was the name of the mother in Anne of Green Gables?"
Maria didn't even glance at her. "Why, Marilla, of course, my dear. Although she wouldn't appreciate you calling her that." She chuckled softly but still didn't look up from her charts. "I don't know how you could forget that, as much time as you spent with them."
"And my mother?" she whispered.
This time she looked up. She reached out and touched Sarah's hand. "You don't think I've forgotten Sravanthi, do you, dear?"
Bizarre.
Maria had been Sarah's best friend for almost ten years. They'd met when they were barely more than toddlers but became friends in second grade and had been inseparable ever since.
This proved she knew Sarah's parents and even some of her own history, and yet she had absolutely no personal memory of Sarah herself. Of their friendship. Of their silly talks about their schoolgirl crushes and superstar dreams. Of their serious talks about growing up and family stress and school pressure.
And was it weird that she'd called Sarah's mom by her first name? Freakishly weird.
It was like Maria had obsessively studied an autobiography about Sarah’s life and family, but they had never met.
The puzzle-solving part of Sarah, which had always been a huge part of her personality, wanted to pick at it. She wanted to figure out this paradox, and it was driving her crazy.
But the pragmatic part of her, which admittedly had been in the disparaged minority her entire life, reminded her quietly that Maria had just butchered her own closest blood-oath soldier and protector. She needed to be careful.
For once, she listened to the pragmatic part.
◆◆◆
 
Sarah was late for breakfast and ran into the dining room to find Maria at the table alone.
Twenty place settings and just her. She looked small and alone, even though Sarah knew she was huge and ruthless. In her mind, she was still someone else entirely.
Maria looked up, annoyed at the late arrival, but didn't speak.
Sarah slipped into her seat and promptly knocked the heavy crystal sugar bowl off the table. It fell to the marble floor and shattered into three pieces, throwing sugar everywhere.
Sarah whimpered audibly and knelt to clean it up as quickly as possible, but Maria slapped her on the shoulder with her napkin. She waved to the housemaid, who was already approaching with a dustpan and broom.
"I'm so sorry..." she whispered, terrified.
"It's nothing, little one. Eat. We need to leave soon."
Sarah wondered for a moment at Maria calling her 'little one', but she was famished and dug into potatoes and fried bread with honey butter. It had been several weeks since she had been released from her luxurious prison in the castle, but she still sometimes felt like she hadn't eaten in months, after being stranded for so long in the woods.
Maria told the housemaid to bring pastries after she had finished sweeping, and Sarah ate those too.
◆◆◆
 
As much as her world seemed completely upside-down, and occasionally terrifying, Sarah saw a golden opportunity. While she was in the Queen's good graces, she was finally able to wander outside of her locked room.
She asked her chatty guard friend, Godwin, to take her for a short tour, and he guided her to the guard station and the checkpoints in the house that he used. Another young man, who was more familiar with the main house, took over the tour from there – showing them both how to reach the kitchens and the parlor and the most popular sitting rooms. The ladies' places.
Soon she was exploring these rooms on her own, and she even found a bathing room with huge wooden tubs where she was finally able to take a real bath and wash her hair. As much as she loved her new freedom, she was always careful to stay in the accepted areas for young women of the castle.
Once she was accustomed to the layout, though, and the staff got used to seeing her wandering around, she slowly ventured farther outward on her own.
There was a room with huge windows that held nothing but a few violins and something that resembled a piano, and another room had a few wooden easels and half-painted canvasses. For a place that’s under attack, they do seem to have a lot of spare time for the arts, she pondered.
Sarah didn't think the Queen or Desert Flower were the ones using these specific rooms, though.
She had already seen Maria's main suite and receiving rooms, and the dining room (or one of them), but she found some additional rooms that were less pretty. There was a room full of huge, handmade maps, and a room with the sort of weaponry that someone would wear inside a house. If one happened to live in a house that required weaponry, that is. After investigating a little, it seemed to be a sort of bizarre coat check, where visitors would exchange their "outdoor" swords for smaller and more attractive "indoor" swords.
Like Mister Rogers, but stabbier.
One afternoon, she finally found a large room where Maria was meeting with her strategists. She had been wondering where her friend did spend her time, since she obviously wasn't busy painting pastel landscapes or playing the dulcimer.
Sarah didn't want to interrupt them, though, so she quietly made her way outside through the main entrance hall.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Juliette eventually confided in Eli that there were still people looking for her way back home, even here in the north.
There was an old man who lived in the forest, basically a hermit, who made medical concoctions and doctored the animals – she was quick to insist that it wasn't magic. He was a man who studied nature devoutly and had learned to use it for good. Tobias had known him for decades and had gone to see him about finding the passageways, as he had planned before they'd even left Ravenwood in the south.
The man had documented several places where portals had opened in the past few years, Juliette told Eli. He had even quickly darted through two of them to see where they went. The color and smell of the air alone had sent him back quickly, running for his tranquil home.
The openings caused a magnetic disturbance, he’d told Tobias, so the trees nearby had all grown wrong and birds avoided the area. This was only a marker of where they might open, not a sign that they were active. Animal activity became weirder and nearly panic-stricken when they were about to open, and he said the disturbances were profound when the passages actually unfurled.
None of the local portals had opened in the past year, he’d added, and there were no signs lately, but of course they all knew that the southern portal had opened. So he had already been keeping an eye on the most common places. He would send word to Tobias if he saw any portents, he promised.
Juliette knew Eli no longer wanted to go back to her home, but they might reach a point where there was no option. She just wanted her friend to know they were still looking.
◆◆◆
 
Lilacs smelled like spring, and sugar, and home. They were always the first thing to bloom after a rough winter. Maybe they reminded her that sometimes when you feel dead, it's not really the end. Or maybe they just smelled good. Whichever.
Eli sat down under one of the trees behind the greenhouse and watched the honey bees swirl around her head, completely oblivious of her. The sun was almost warm here, sitting down below the still-cold wind, and the buzzing of the bees lulled her nearly to sleep.
"What are you doing out here, strangeling?" the gardener snapped at her, suddenly, startled but not really angry.
She jumped awake, embarrassed to have been dozing in the open. "I'm sorry," she was suddenly fighting tears for no reason. "I just love the smell of these flowers, and..."
Ribasche hadn't meant to upset her and he apologized, quickly looking for a way to cheer her up. “Wait, I have something to show you.”
He brought out the small glass jar, with its plant clipping that Eli had put in water, from its sunny spot in the greenhouse, and handed it to her.
At first she didn't notice anything different, but then she saw little hairs sticking off of the stem.
"What are those?" she asked, confused. She had expected something to grow from the top, not the bottom.
"They're roots. You created a whole new plant, Miss Elizabeth."
She smiled, stunned that something cut off from itself, which would usually die, could instead create a whole new life. "Can we plant it?"
"Not yet, it needs to grow a few more roots before it will be stable enough to be potted. But I'll let you know when it's ready, so you can do it."
"Cool. Thanks!"
"You're welcome, child. Now get out of my garden and let me work," he added, not unkindly.
She started to walk back to the house, but he stopped her one last time.
"Here, little one," he pulled out a pair of shears and snipped off a few clusters of lilac flowers for her. "Take these back to the kitchen and tell them I suggested they make a tea syrup for you. They taste as good as they smell."
Eli thanked him with a smile, and turned back to the house.
“Actually, I'd better go with you and explain, or Agatha will smack your hand for thieving," Ribasche added with a laugh.
◆◆◆
 
At first, Eli thought that they wouldn't let her take the harder lessons and fight against the bigger students because she was too weak. But she had proven herself against plenty of kids her own size, so then she thought it was because she was too small.
But she saw girls her size being allowed to fight the bigger kids.
There were plenty of rules and lessons to protect smaller fighters, and the trainers were careful not to allow the little ones into a match with rough or short-tempered students. Just in case.
So, why couldn't Eli train with Rosemarie or Jeremiah, who were only a year ahead of her? They were more advanced but could have been great peer teachers.
The teachers wouldn't tell her anything, so she finally complained to Juliette – even though she knew her friend couldn't help her.
"It’s the prophecy, Eli," she told her. "They're afraid someone will hurt you in training." She sighed. "It's completely stupid, of course, because how can you—" She abruptly stopped herself from saying too much and merely concluded, "Well, let's just say I agree. You need to learn more."
Eli nodded enthusiastically.
"I've tried to make a change, and even made a formal request, but it's not working so far."
In the end, when Juliette finally changed their minds, Eli wasn't sure she wanted it anymore.
◆◆◆
 
Several people told Eli that Renaldo had lost his daughter on a trip to the far north. None of them could speculate on how far they had gotten, or where it happened. Some said she had merely fallen through the ice while playing, and others swore she had been taken by some kind of monster in the night.
It was never clear if the monster was human or otherwise.
Renaldo was amenable to training her, but it was like practicing with a block of stone. He barely spoke, and Eli didn't think he would have even acknowledged her presence, if it wasn't necessary for training. He was completely indifferent to her existence. But he agreed to teach her for Juliette's sake.
After watching Eli practice the exercises and maneuvers she has already learned, he nodded seriously. For the first few hours, he simply corrected her form and stance in these old techniques – which should have been boring but wasn't. She was surprised to realize how many people had allowed her to slouch and position her feet wrong.
Eli worked hard to correct her own errors. Even though she instinctively disliked her new trainer and his silent and dismissive ways, she knew she was lucky to be taught by him. The other students said he never trained anyone below semi-master level.
After he thought Eli was prepared to begin new lessons, he began teaching her complicated footwork to make her more agile. "If they can't catch you, they can't hit you," he grumbled to her. Of the few things he ever said to her, she appreciated that the most. She was small and quick, but she was also very interested in not being hit.
He seemed to think her punching styles were effective, or perhaps that she was too weak to bother with advanced punches, because he switched straight to handheld weapons next. She learned to fight with a long staff first, again to keep her out of arm's reach. When she tried to fight Renaldo himself, he beat her every time, of course. But for all of his gruffness, he was surprisingly patient with playing a simple defensive role and allowing her to take full-strength swings.
Finally, they proceeded to short swords. They were dull and heavy, but Eli still understood that they could be dangerous even without a razor-sharp edge. He taught her to slash as well as stab, and later how to incorporate the intricate footwork, again to stay out of reach.
Always he corrected her form – more like a guerilla ballet instructor than a fighting teacher – but he was never delicate about it. If her back was slouched, he'd grab her shoulders and fix it manually. If her feet were misplaced, he'd kick them into position – nearly knocking her down more than once.
He never explained why her form was so important – apparently because that would involve actual speech – but she knew she could ask Juliette later. Instead, she just focused on the lessons. He never taught Eli with any other students – only using a sawdust-filled dummy or himself as the target.
It was grueling work, but she adapted quickly and seemed to be doing well, she thought. Even if she was awful, she enjoyed it, and she even practiced in her spare time when she wasn't too tired or sore.




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

The front of the castle was surrounded by an enclosed courtyard, Sarah found as she walked out through the main gate. Since she had entered with the old woman through the rear security checkpoint and Doctor Tau's office, she had no real concept of the castle’s external layout.
Turning to look back, the compound didn't look anything like a palace from the outside. Like the back, it was formed from huge blocks of plain grey stone with virtually no decoration or insignia. The surrounding walls looked like a prison enclosure, with no interesting turrets or towers. There did seem to be a walkway along the top, but she didn't see anyone up there at the moment.
Some people working outside in the courtyard glanced at Sarah curiously, but no one spoke to her. And she saw no way out of the enclosed yard except through a massive drawbridge, which she knew she would never ask anyone to open. Maybe in an emergency, but certainly not when she was just snooping around out of boredom and sheer nosiness.
She soon gave up on exploring and walked back inside, prepared to return to her room – when she saw some girls collecting baskets of laundry and linens near the stairs. After a moment's consideration, Sarah grabbed a basket too and ran up behind them to follow the small crowd. They continued on, apparently without noticing her, talking amongst themselves, into the outer area of the kitchens. Instead of entering into the cooking area, though, the girls swept out through the pantries and into a second foyer.
Several of the rude outdoor guards were obviously waiting for the girls and made jokes about them being late. One young man, who called them lazy, was immediately slapped with a wooden scrubbing bat, which made him laugh even louder. Many of the guards collected small crossbows for protection from a cabinet near the exit as they prepared to go out. A moment later, the guards opened the door, and they were outside at last!
After a few steps, and a quick scan of the surrounding landscape, Sarah dashed back and grabbed the last crossbow – even though she had no idea how to use it – tucking it into her laundry basket, just in case.
It isn't that the little outdoor excursion was exciting or adventurous. They walked down a small woodsy hill to a spot by a river, where the girls washed the laundry weekly, and the men stood nearby in the shade. But for Sarah it was the first time she had seen the warm spring sunlight in what felt like a lifetime. She broke away from the group as they approached the water and followed another diagonal path to the river. Safely out of view, she took off her shoes and stuck her feet in the freezing stream, then walked on the slippery rocks, and even watched some strange water birds doing an odd dance together on the shore.
Sarah didn't think she'd be in any trouble if she was caught, since she was now officially the Queen's new Chief Advisor. But it would have been awkward. So she stayed hidden around the bend and soaked up the sun until the girls were ready to be escorted back up the castle.
There were silvery fish to watch, ducks nesting, and something that looked like an oversized red fox chasing a mouse into the trees. It was nothing like home, but it was much nicer than her lovely prison cell.
That reminded her, she'd need to ask Maria for a new room now that she had some rights.
As the others started back up the hill, Sarah crept back up behind the line of girls and guards again – all of them near her own age, but so incredibly different – and she slipped back into the kitchen pantry as the door was locked.
◆◆◆
 
As Sarah chatted and gossiped with Godwin later that evening, one of the other guards stopped to say hello.
"Fenton knows even more stories about the castle than I do," Godwin told her, gesturing to his friend. "He’s in love with Alicia, and she hears everything in the kitchen."
Fenton looked for a moment like he was going to argue about the second statement, but then smiled and nodded. "She’s beautiful," he said simply.
"Tell Sarah about when the Queen first arrived, Fenton. I never saw her back then, but I know Alicia was around her a lot."
The newcomer nodded sincerely. "Alicia said Doctor Tau brought her in as a patient. She was very sick and they didn’t expect her to survive, but Alicia said she was so kind and gentle – and so beautiful, of course – that all of the house and kitchen staff loved her right away."
Sarah sat open-mouthed for a moment. "Kind and gentle?!"
Fenton shrugged. "That’s what she told me. Desert Flower took to her right away, and cared for her night and day – and you know she’s not exactly cuddly. It sounds crazy now, all things considered, but I think everyone just hopes she’ll become that sweet girl again."
Yeah, me too…
"I wondered why everyone was so loyal," Sarah admitted out loud. "How did she go from bedridden to Queen?"
"Oh, I know that one," Godwin interjected. "Doctor Tau sent out an announcement that she was a princess from the northern mountains, with family ties to this area."
"Exactly. So after the Duke and Duchess were murdered, she became queen without much fuss," Fenton concluded. "She was the heir apparent, Doctor Tau said, and no one argued because they all liked her. Besides, there was no one else in line, since the Duke’s son was murdered too."
"Wait, didn’t she kill the Duke, though?" Sarah asked.
"That’s what I always heard," Godwin nodded.
"That’s what the local villagers all say, but Alicia told me she was still very sickly and weak at the time. She could barely even stand, much less butcher a whole family."
"This whole story is getting more and more confusing," Sarah sighed, shaking her head.
"Alicia said The Queen was like a sweet, grateful friend until she started getting healthy, and then she went completely mad."




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

After training six hours a day with virtually no encouragement, Renaldo finally indicated that he was done. Eli didn't know if he was just bored, had given up on her, or merely decided that his mysterious debt to Juliette was paid. When he finally let her fight with one of the other students, it was a boy nearly twice her size.
She hoped that he was so proud of her work and sure of her skills that he thought she might win.
The boy demolished Eli. She got in maybe two good shots, possibly three. And then he laid her out like last week's trash. He didn't even act like there was anything to fight. He didn't beat her up. He knocked her down and walked away, like he had swatted a fly.
The whole crowd walked away then, looking so disgusted and hurt at her utter failure that she couldn't even be sad about her bloody nose and bruised body. She just felt like the biggest failure ever.
They had tried to teach her to be their hero, and she was nothing but a disgraceful punching bag. When the world stopped spinning, she climbed to her knees and then ran away.
Eli didn't know where else to go, so she ran into the stables, trying not to start crying until she was alone and hidden. The building shouldn't have been empty at midday, but it was.
She ran into Goliath's stable, stumbled against the wall, and finally gave in to her tears. The huge horse was startled but quickly recovered, nuzzling her hair and the side of her face until she brushed his nose with her hand. She slid to the floor, covering her face, and Duckling, the youngest farm dog, immediately ran to see what was happening.
When he saw that it was Eli, and she was right down at his face level, he yelped to call the other tracking dogs. Suddenly Eli was mobbed in a sea of hunting dogs and curious horses.
Trying to cry while you're surrounded by worried animals is harder than it sounds, but she managed. On the other hand, she obviously wasn't the first student to hide in their home after a bad day. They patiently stayed back a bit, and when her self-pitying sobs subsided, they crowded back around to lend their caring paws and hooves, and then mooch a few bites of carrot.
◆◆◆
 
"Oh, what the hell are you whining about now, you entitled wretch?"
Eli knew that voice but couldn't believe he'd bother her at a time like this. "Go away, you horrid little monster, before I ask Beatrice to fry you up for dinner!" She reached for anything nearby, and ended up throwing an old horseshoe at him, but it went far wide.
"Oh, I'm horrid?" he sneered. "Don't make me laugh. Everyone here adores you and leaps to
your slightest whim, and yet you're crying in a stable?"
She snarled at the stupid chicken but didn't bother replying.
"Right. At least I get off my tailfeathers and do my job every day. You have nothing but playtime, and nevertheless you're given lessons that any kid in this kingdom would kill to even watch – lessons that might save their lives one day – and yet you're still whining."
"Wait, what? Your job? A chicken job?"
"Don't change the subject!"
"What's your job, chicken?"
"Shut up, child." He stomped away in a huff, such as a chicken can properly stomp.
But as usual, the chicken was right. Eli realized she didn't really care about winning, she just didn't want to let everyone down. Prophecy or not, she didn't ever want to see that disgusted look on any of their faces again.
But she didn't care that much about getting her butt kicked, to be honest. The bullies at school were meaner, and at least in this world, there was no surprise that a beating might be coming since it was always in a planned fight.
She didn't even bother with Renaldo this time, since he didn't seem to be interested in continuing their lessons anyway. Eli went to the older, tougher kids and asked them to teach her what she was doing wrong. She could tell they were hesitant at first and didn't want to be get in trouble, but as it turned out, they wanted her to win too.
"You're fighting with your brain too much," one of them told her. "Fight with your heart."
"When you need to use these skills in real life, there won't be a judge or coach watching," another reminded her. "So don't always try to fight fair."
"Yeah, don't be afraid to go for the eyes or the ears. That's why we wear protection in challenges – so you can practice those skills."
"We were raised in this kind of training and never expected to use it in a real battle," said a nice older teacher, who looked like a librarian. "But if it comes down to saving your own life, don't be afraid to fight dirty, dearie." Eli tried not to picture this kind, matronly lady cutting someone's fingers off.
Out of all this advice, she took the bit about fighting with her heart the most seriously. She had been studying all of these techniques like they were lessons in a book. She needed to absorb them like poetry and dance.
And so Eli started practicing again, but with a new direction.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

"You. Girl."
It had been so long since anyone but Maria had spoken to her, Sarah almost didn't look around to see who it was. But curiosity got the better of her.
There was an old man in the barnyard looking after the horses. He was looking at her over a pretty mare's neck as he gently combed bristles out of her mane.
"Me?"
"Yes, you, girl. Come here."
She looked around cautiously to be sure no one else was listening. And to be sure it wasn't some sort of practical joke.
"Sure, Baba, how can I help you?" she asked the old man quietly as she walked into the stable. He seemed strong and healthy, despite appearing to be twice her Grandma Georgie's age.
"I haven't eaten since first light, and I need to finish this work and then start on the hooves. An old man gets weak without his rations. Run back to the house and get my lunch, would you, girl?"
He obviously thought she was a garden worker of some kind. Which was sort of endearing, except she didn't have the faintest idea how to do what he was asking. She couldn't walk back to the house and casually make him a PB&J in the royal kitchens.
And yet, even if she wanted to ignore him and walk away like a castle snob, could she really leave the old guy hungry? Her mother’s ghost would strike her down with a single bolt of lightning. No question.
She wondered, for a moment, if it was strange that he didn't know who she was – Maria's new and mysterious outsider companion and confidante. Although, the fact that she was mysterious probably kept her physical description out of the stables, if not other rumors.
"Who should I ask about your lunch, Baba?"
◆◆◆
 
Sarah could tell that the situation outside the castle was getting serious, from the rumors in the house. It had been a week since she had seen Maria after the klutzy broken sugar bowl incident, and Godwin’s daily gossip about nearby attacks was heating up quickly.
So when the big, grumpy guard told her that Maria had asked for her, she ran out of the room without even changing her clothes. Without even waiting for him to lead her, to his continued annoyance.
When he caught up with her in the hallway and led her to Maria's chambers, she ran in and hugged her friend like it had been years since they'd seen each other.
It felt like years since they'd left Maria's home on that snowy evening, but it had apparently only been about eight months.
"I've missed you so much! We should go walk in the woods, like we used to." She dragged over the guest chair and plopped down next to her. "We can bring sriracha popcorn... well, they don't have sriracha here, but popcorn with that honey-garlic-chili sauce from the kitchen. And we can skip stones on that creek that you can see from the windows. I've missed you so much!"
Maria let Sarah babble for a few minutes, and hug her about five times, and then got to the point.
"I've missed you too, Sarah, but we're in a bad situation here. There's a huge army outside trying to kill us."
"Maria, let's just go home." She was suddenly fighting back tears. "We don't owe these people anything. And I want to go home. Please?"
"Sarah, I'm sorry. We'll go home soon. But right now, we're surrounded. I need your help."
In her head, Sarah knew it was a trap. If Maria finally remembered her, she wouldn’t be talking about armies and strategy. After all the bizarre and brutal behavior she had seen, Sarah knew it had to be some treacherous trickery. But her heart wouldn't believe it.
"Ok, if it will speed this up, how can I help?" she asked with a sigh.
"You've always been good at puzzles. My men intercepted this parcel, and they say it's a coded message to some foreign army. Can you figure out what it says?" She handed Sarah a heavy, folded, waxed-fabric packet. "We think it's part of the plan against us."
"Maria, you were always better at puzzles than me."
The Queen blushed and smiled awkwardly, "I know." They both laughed. "But I tried, and I guess I'm just looking at it wrong. Or just looking too long. Could you try?"
"Sure." Sarah looked at it for a second as guards and military types bustled around her, obviously waiting for her to leave. "I'll take it to my room and try to solve it, if you promise to have breakfast with me tomorrow."
"Deal. I'll ask the chef to make chile rellenos for us. And after breakfast, I'll show you the library." Maria stood up awkwardly, nodded, and then went back to planning with her small army of guards.
Was she scamming Sarah? Yep. Almost certainly. Pretending to remember her, behaving like an old friend – acting normal? Well, almost normal. It must all be designed to get something she needed. But what!? 
She’s playing me for a fool, Sarah told herself. But right now she didn't care.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

"I told you she wasn't the one," the goldfinch whispered.
The chicken whipped around and snapped his beak at her. "They tell me she's just a fledgling. It's hard to tell with humans. But she's the one. She's just not old enough yet."
She snorted. "Old schmold. If she was the proclaimed one, she wouldn't be sitting on the ground with a bloody nose."
"You're going to have a bloody nose if you don't hush that nonsense," the chicken hissed.
"Don't take your disappointment out on me. I'm not the one who—"
They both turned as the child gave in to her frustration, let out a yell, and kicked her opponent in the ribs, twice. He collapsed – mostly out of surprise – but he didn't get back up.
"You were saying?"




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

They only let Eli go to the market with them once. They said it would cause too much of a stir, but she was curious, and apparently she was so much of a pest that they eventually let her go. But only once.
And she finally got to ride in the carriage again, for the first time since the original trip north – because there really wasn't anywhere else to go.
If the folks at the house were moonstruck over her, for whatever reason, it was even worse at the market – and there were more things they couldn't explain to her. It had been weird when everyone in the house knew her. But here it was literally everyone.
There's a lot of gossip in small towns, and everyone would have heard rumors about the new kid – even if she wasn't obviously an outsider.
But they all knew Eli's name. And her age, and the things she liked. Her favorite color and favorite fruit and least-favorite vegetables. But it was more than that. They knew her favorite foods from home. One lady even asked about her grandmother.
She wanted it to be fun and interesting – part of the market experience. But really, it was just creepy.
They spent an hour visiting the market stalls and letting Eli inspect everything for sale. She was obviously fascinated, but Alexia and Maggie could tell she was also getting stressed out by the attention. They were both on key as well, wary for possible trouble.
"Here, eat this. You'll feel better," Alexia said, handing her a small cup of something warm and white.
She ate a bite and laughed out loud. "How did you know?! I haven't had this kind of apricot rice pudding in years. My mom used to make it for me. It's amazing."
Alexia looked at Eli, then at the cup, and shrugged. "It's your favorite. That's what they sell." She turned back to the crowd, eyes searching again.
Sleight of hand, nothing more, Eli thought. But it was still wonderful, even if it was weird.
"If I keep eating it, am I selling my soul or something?"
"What? No. It was too expensive for that. When you sell your soul, you sell it cheap."
Eli raised an eyebrow.
"Eat. It's bought in coin, not trade. And besides, it's probably getting cold."
As they were walking back to the carriage, Eli fell behind, looking at some hand-painted bridles and pouches.
"Hey, you, girl," the village guard called. "Where are you going?"
You, girl? Maybe she was getting uppity, but Eli was already annoyed by the rude address as she looked around to see if he was talking to her.
"Me?"
"Yes, you, girl. This courtyard is off limits." The huge, hairy, slimy guard sauntered over to her, cocky and sure of his authority, and Eli wasn't sure how to respond.
That moment of hesitation gave him the opening he wanted. He darted toward her, trapping her against the wall casually, but it triggered too many recent memories.
He was three times her size, but she'd been training with Juliette all morning. When he suddenly groped for her, she fell into a state of semi-panic. She elbowed him in the jaw, kneed him in the crotch, and then kicked him in the face after he fell to the cobblestones.
His muffled shouts of anger and pain quickly drew a crowd, and the blood pouring from his smashed nose removed any chance of downplaying the situation. Eli found herself embarrassed at the scene. A warrior should be able to tolerate bad behavior, she admonished herself, afraid the onlookers would think her overreaction made her less capable as a leader.
One of the local village girls ran out and instinctively shielded Eli from him with her arms, yelling down at him, "She's eleven, you worm! Find a victim that's not prepubescent." She hissed obscenities at him in a language that Eli didn't understand, but they were... clearly obscenities.
She pulled Eli away and whispered to a few other girls as they walked back toward the carriage, stopping to buy a cup of sweet hot tea for her at a stall along the way. Another girl joined them at the carriage, and she brushed and braided Eli's hair and sang some kind of folk song, while she drank her tea.
Eli had experienced much worse trauma in her life than this oafish, awful guard, obviously, but it was nice to be protected, for once.
They left the market so quickly, she never saw that his head was on a spike in the courtyard within the hour.




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Sarah took the parcel back to her room, hoping to look at it more closely and wishing she could solve it quickly for Maria.
The wishing part wasn't meant to be. She sat staring at the message for an hour before she could even think of trying to solve it. Sarah was expecting a jumbled-up mess of letters, or maybe even numbers – like the codes they studied in history class in school.
This was a jumble of pictures.
It was a little bit like Egyptian hieroglyphics, Sarah thought, but the images weren't so simple, and none of them seemed to be identical. And they weren't in measured columns – but also not in a completely random tangled mess.
It was similar to hieroglyphics in that most of the tiny images were of natural origin – leaves and trees and birds and butterflies – and others that appeared to be rivers and clouds and mountains and... was that a stylized cat? And a blockish rainbow?
Sarah wondered if someone had drawn each of these tiny images by hand. She hadn't seen anything like a printing press in this old-fashioned world, and she wasn't even sure if any of the books in the library were made here or if they were all transported from other places. It would take days to create something like this by hand, even if you had some kind of stencil.
Sighing at the complexity she hadn't expected, she flopped on the bed and started examining the painting for patterns. Here was a leaf that nearly matched another leaf. And a flower that was the same as another flower, but upside-down.
Maria’s right that I'm usually good at puzzles, she told herself, but that's mostly because I'm good at finding patterns.
She saw a lot of flowers and a lot of birds. "Ok, let's assume the flowers are 'E' since those seem to be the most common. And then the birds would be either 'A' or 'T'" she mumbled out loud to herself, trying to find words like "the” or "and". But it was so jumbled that she couldn't even tell for certain where individual words started and stopped.
But it was fun, at least. If you liked that sort of thing – which Sarah did. She got a pot of tea and spent the evening trying to translate the hidden message in this lovely but vexing mass of delicate and twisty pictures.
Eventually she fell asleep next to the page and dreamed of a field of butterflies with letters on their wings – spelling "try again, dummy" as they fluttered past her face.
The next morning, Sarah started looking vertically for word patterns, and by noon she was checking diagonally. And then backward, like Leonardo da Vinci’s technique with his mirror-writing.
When she went downstairs for lunch, she told Maria that she hadn't found anything yet but would keep trying. Maria agreed that it was a tough puzzle and didn't seem surprised that she hadn't solved it in one evening – although maybe a tiny bit disappointed.
Sarah dozed off with the message again after lunch and woke with a start in fading afternoon light. There was a new idea in her head.
After hearing the old woman and the guards speaking so many different languages, maybe the code wasn't even in English! It seemed like the further Sarah got away from the place where she'd ended up in this world, the less English people spoke. A few of the newer guards from the northern boundaries didn't speak English at all but were learning. Most spoke enough to communicate, and learning was encouraged since it was the Queen's language.
But if there was another army even
farther away, they probably wouldn't speak English at all.
Here in the castle, the locals did speak English. So the attacking army outside probably spoke it too, and they were the ones who wrote the message. But maybe they couldn't take the risk of this message finally arriving in some far-away country and having no one able to read it?
Sarah knew she couldn't solve it if it was written in the old woman's language – unless it was a shopping list of medicinal plants. It was a long shot, but she decided to look at the coded message as if it wasn't based on language at all. Finding any message in English was a complete failure, anyway.
So maybe it was something completely different.




CHAPTER FIFTY

"Juliette, look what they did to my hair!"
Seeing Eli come through the door, Juliette ran toward her with her hands up in defense. "First of all, I didn't know."
Juliette took Eli's hands in an attempt to calm her. "I would have told you first if I had known. Because you're my friend." She sat down on the chair next to Eli and touched her hair. "It's the rule here. Girls in training can't have long hair unless they have a religious disclaimer, and then they have to live in the cloister. But you're underage, so I didn't know it was coming."
Eli couldn't stop feeling for her hair, even though she usually kept it in a braid during practice. It was gone. There was nothing below her ears.
“They did it to three of us after practice,” she sniffled. “It all happened so fast, and I trusted them—"
Juliette saw that she was fighting tears and ruffled her remaining hair with her gentle hands. "It actually looks really good on you." She seemed surprised at Eli's teary, sarcastic snort, and raised an eyebrow. "And of course you remember that I can't lie to you, as a hereditary defender of the prophecy, right?"
And then, of course, Eli felt like a whiny dork.
She lifted Eli's chin gently and looked at her closely. "It's a rough look on some girls. A lot of girls, to be honest. But everyone goes through it. And on you it really does work." 
Juliette paused and reconsidered, in her analytical way. "Without the tears and snot, it works."
Eli stifled a laugh, against her will.
"It brings out the green in your eyes. I'll go to the kitchen for your favorite white tea and cinnamon biscuits, and you go wash your face. Then we'll go see Miss Penelope later. She has a big looking glass, and I think you'll see it's really pretty flattering. Without the tears and snot."
"Jules, I barely even recognize myself," Eli told her friend once they had borrowed the mirror.
"Didn't you tell me that you always thought you were ugly? Uglier than a bullfrog in mud, I believe was the phrase you used. Why do you suddenly care?" Juliette scoffed.
"It's not a matter of ugly versus pretty, though, Jules," she sighed. "I just don't look like myself anymore."
"But... wouldn't that be a good thing? If you thought you were so hideous?"
Eli had to think about that for a minute. "Actually..."
"Kinda?" Juliette asked with a crooked grin.
"Yeah. Yeah, kinda!" Eli answered, laughing. She flopped her new short hair around and smushed her face with her hands. Suddenly she became serious. "Maybe it is better to be someone else for a while..."
◆◆◆
 
Contrary to how most people would feel, Eli particularly loved being in the kitchens because the cooks were the only ones who yelled at her like a normal person.
Well, some of them. Ok, pretty much just Bitsy and Agatha.
"What are you doing in my kitchen with those shoes, child?!"
"Is that blood?! Out!!"
Eli ran back to the courtyard door, cursing herself for forgetting. She must have still been a little punch drunk from the afternoon of sparring to have walked into the kitchen in her muddy shoes. And apparently dripping blood on the floor.
She touched her face gingerly and found her nose was bleeding. Excellent. I don't know why people can’t be bothered to tell you these things, she sighed to herself.
"Sorry, Agatha. Sorry, sorry. I'm sorry, Bitsy," she called as she tore off her muddy shoes and used her jacket to clean her face.
Finally they relented and pulled her inside, cooing and grabbing hot towels from above the stove.
"Let's get you cleaned up, dear..."
"Poor little one. I don't know why they have to be so rough..."
"And look at your hair!"
"I actually quite like her hair..."
"It does look nicer on her than most girls. But not with a bloody nose. Let's get a cold compress on your face..."
Eli relaxed into their care and let them fuss over her, still mostly uncomfortable and embarrassed. But secretly she was happier than she would ever admit – or maybe even realize – to be adored.




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

I was sitting down to eat after practice when I realized I didn't have anything to drink. I stood up to grab a cup of tea, when a mouse ran out of the pantry, straight for my sandwich.
Maybe it was out of hunger or just frustration at the way the day was going, but I picked up a bar of homemade soap from the sink and hurled it at the interloping rodent as hard as I could. It bounced off the table, and the mouse was gone before I could blink.
"Why would you do that?" a small voice asked.
Oh, for the love of all that's holy. Please, not a talking mouse.
I turned around, and it was a tiny girl. A strange, unknown, tiny human child, standing in the doorway and looking at me like I'd just eaten her pony.
I fumbled for words and ended up saying, "I thought you were a mouse."
"I'm Kat, actually. But I was a mouse."
I blinked stupidly.
"Don't ask. My parents think they're hilarious. Why did you throw that soap at me?"
"It was... You were... you were trying to eat my..." I gave up. "You know what? I'm going to just make another sandwich and go to bed. Help yourself."
I gestured toward the plate, and she dove in, clearly at least as hungry as I was. I fixed a second and poured us each a cup of cold tea from the cellar, and we both ate in ravenous happiness.




CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Could the tiny pictures in this code be actual words? At first, Sarah doubted it because the army wouldn't be sending a message about leaves and birds. "In deadly battle! Need help! Please send oak leaf and chickadee!"
Unlikely.
The room was getting darker, so Sarah moved over to the oil lamp where she could look more closely at the tiny pictures.
Flowers and suns and moons and birds and dragonflies and more leaves and trees. There were dozens of each, with tiny differences. But only one picture of a mountain, which she had noticed the night before. She kept looking carefully, wishing she had her father's silly work spectacles, and was shocked to find a tiny golden crown near the bottom corner. Taking a quick scan of the full page again, it seemed to be the only non-nature picture on the whole page.
There were a few generic pictures of people, a milkmaid and a workman, a cook with a frying pan. But one picture of a redheaded woman seemed different from the others.
The crown could signify the Queen, and the mountain might be a directional signal – depending on where the code was being sent – maybe the hundreds of other pictures were just meant to mislead and confuse? It seemed unlikely, although they certainly had confused her well enough.
By then it was time for supper again, and Sarah decided to ask for a magnifying glass, if they had one. Then maybe she could find the pattern, if there was one to be found.
◆◆◆
 
One of the guards brought Sarah a magnifying glass from Doctor Tau's lab – a priceless artifact, but one she was willing to lend for a few hours.
By dinner that night, Sarah had something to show for her trouble. She sat down next to Maria after dinner, when all of the dishes had been cleared away, and showed her the code.
"You're going to think I'm crazy, but I think I found a pattern."
"Not a message?" Maria asked, already sounding disappointed.
"I don't think it's written in words. I think it's just a sort of pictogram." They had learned about that in history class too.
She nodded for Sarah to continue.
After pointing out all of the natural elements, plants, and animals, she then pointed out the crown.
That got Maria's attention. She took the magnifying glass to look more closely and agreed that it might represent her. But that wasn't enough.
"There are eight important signs, and each of them are twelve spaces apart. Not always twelve in the same direction, but always exactly twelve. The next one is this sword." Sarah pointed out a small diagonal image of a sword or dagger wrapped in vines.
"A sword? How did I not see that?"
"It's all a jumble. I didn't notice it either until I started looking for the pattern. And then there's a bird, which looks like a cardinal to me. I don't know what that means,” Sarah admitted. “And then this mountain. I was thinking that might be a sign of direction or which path to take."
"There are mountains north of here. I don't know if any look like this, but some of my men will know. Go on..." Maria was definitely becoming convinced.
"Then there's this crescent moon, which I thought might be the time of the month?"
She nodded, waiting.
"And then this red-haired woman. I don't know what that means either. And then there's this tree, which looks like an aspen or birch, and a sun. And that's all. I don't know what most of those mean, but I'm pretty sure they're all part of the code."
Maria smiled at her with complete joy and surprise – and for a second, Sarah could see the friend that she loved in that smile. And then she was gone. "There is a warlord in the north called Jasper Abirchson. He is not our known enemy but may be a friend of our known enemy. Birch and sun."
Then without another word, she ran away from the table with the message, leaving Sarah alone.
"You're welcome, I guess.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Eli sat on a bale of hay after practice with her legs folded up, watching one of the younger stable boys carefully brushing a horse. She knew she only had a few minutes before she'd be called back to the house, and she shouldn't be wasting her brief moments of freedom on such a boring activity. But she loved being in the stables. It was peaceful and yet active, and she loved the smell of the hay and the horses.
It was nothing like home, so it was the best place to not miss home.
The boy didn't live at the house, so he must be one of the conscripted kids from the nearby villages. They all came here after they finished their schooling for a few additional classes, and to continue learning to fight. Sort of like the world's smallest army.
Most of the local schools only went until about sixth grade, she had learned. By the time most kids were thirteen, they were needed at home. They would work in the mornings, come for their lessons at the Big House in the afternoons, and then return home for the sunset chores. This boy was probably about that age, she figured.
The horse was starting to get bored and antsy, and the stable boy knew it. He hurried to finish, while staying cautiously away from her dancing feet. Then he gave her a thankful neck scratch and a handful of fresh green beans. Eli must have made a strange face, because the horse cocked her head comically, and the boy turned to see what she was looking at.
"Were those green beans?"
"They're her favorite," he replied with a bashful blush.
"Green beans?"
"I grow them myself in a pot behind our barracks, just for her." He laughed self-consciously.
He scratched the horse's ears one last time and then left in a hurry. Eli decided right then that she and this odd boy who grew vegetables for his horse must become friends.
She returned to the stables the next day with a few green beans from the kitchen. When the boy came to see his horse, she was waiting and asked if she could feed her.
He was immediately suspicious, which made her like him even more.
"Aren't you the girl that everyone says is the... the prophecy girl?"
"Oh," she sighed, disappointed that he would now start treating her strangely too. "Yeah, that's me."
"My dad says it's not true," he told her defiantly.  "I don't believe it."
She perked back up with a smile. "I don't believe it either! I'm sure it's all just a mistake."
"Oh, that's alright then," he replied, confused but reassured. "So it's not true that one day you'll be..."
"No!" She leapt forward and startled him. "Let's not talk about it. I mean, it's so boring. Can I feed your horse now?"
No sense risking
it, just in case...
The boy squinted at her suspiciously and then relented. "Sure. My name's Pietro. And this is Penelope. She'll never forgive me if I don't let her have surprise green beans."
Eli handed the horse one of her green beans and laughed as she greedily chomped it down and begged for another.
"How did you find out she likes them?"
"She found some growing wild on our farm, where a few had been left during harvest the year before,” Pietro told her. “You would've thought she'd found a sugar tree, she loved them so much."
"So you gave her more?"
"She can't eat the ones from our farm because we need to sell them at the market. But I pulled up the wild plant and kept it growing for her."
They talked about Penelope and the farm, and then about Pietro's family and his training, until it was almost dark. He had to hurry home, but Eli had been right. She finally had a friend her own age.
◆◆◆
 
It was chilly in the morning, and Eli and Pietro both wore their lightweight green academy jackets for warmth, knowing the day would heat up by afternoon.
"Tell me again where we're going?" Eli asked.
"I need to get some medicine for my mom," Pietro told her. "My little sister's sick, and she needs more of these drops to make her better. For a while."
"And we're getting them in the woods?"
"This is just a shortcut. There's an old man who sells medicine in the next village over, but it's too far to go on the road."
"How do you know the way?" Eli asked, looking around at the trees and seeing no path or landmarks at all.
"I get the medicine whenever she needs it. Nicky is sick a lot..." he trailed off without explaining. "They need Penelope at the farm today. But I usually walk, anyway. She doesn't like these woods."
"How can you tell if we're going the right way?" Eli asked after a few hundred yards into the woods. "It all looks the same."
"Well, now I just know. But if you listen, you can hear a waterfall."
They stopped so Eli could listen without the noise of their feet. At first, she couldn't hear anything except birds, but then she realized she could hear something that sounded like static on her grandmother's old radio.
"Oh, I think I hear it."
"It'll get louder. That means we're going the right way."
They kept walking, and Eli noticed that the sound did get louder. She never saw the waterfall, but at one point, she glimpsed a bend in a large river though the trees. Otherwise, the woods seemed endless and completely without remarkable features. Eventually, though, Pietro pointed out a huge rock on a hill.
"This is where we turn," he told her. "My older brother said that's some kind of old graveyard. He came with me the first time, to show me the way."
They turned left at the hill, and in a few minutes, Eli could tell they were near a town. The trees thinned out, and soon she could hear voices. They walked out into a small village center, and Pietro showed her how to reach the house with the medicine.
The little house was beyond the edge of the woods, on the opposite end of the small town. It was surrounded with plants and vines, in a garden of sorts. They all seemed to be growing at random, in a pretty but chaotic mess.
The homeowner opened the door and seemed glad to see them.
"Hello, Pietro! Come in, I have the medicine for your sister all ready for you. Yes, yes, you too, young lady. Come in."
He was a tiny man with a wild beard and long, white, frizzy hair, but he spoke like a schoolteacher. He offered them both tea with honey and told them to sit while he packaged up the small bottle of drops.
Eli had already begun thinking of him as "the medicine man," but he introduced himself to her sagely as Tomson Greenguild.
She was surprised that he didn't ask for her name, but of course he surely knew who she was. "I know you need to get home, but would you two like a quick tour of the garden? It's my workshop, you know," he added with a wink.
◆◆◆
 
Eli was relieved to find that the "workshop" was all plants, even though some of them smelled disgusting. There were no eyes of newt or tongues of bat. And no glass jars full of body parts, either.
Some of them were dried or powdered, but they were just normal plants. She breathed a little easier as he showed her around. She was more interested in a collection of odd toys, which she spotted as they were about to leave. Some were carved wooden animals, like she'd expect to see at a craft fair at home. But some were made of metal – tin, she guessed – snipped and folded to make funny metallic rabbits and birds, and even tiny men that moved when you pushed them.
He called for her to be careful with them, but she didn't even dare touch them, they were so intricate.
"Could you show me how they work?"
The quirky little man laughed and happily showed her. They didn't have wind-up gears like some of the old metal toys she'd seen at home, they performed just by moving. As Mr. Greenguild pushed the rabbit along on his table, it did somersaults as if it had a mind of its own. The bird flapped and swooped up and down.
Eli, who had known video games and cell phones all her life, gadgets which would have blown this man’s mind, was nevertheless enchanted by these clever little toys. She walked around the table to view them from all sides as they moved, and she laughed at their tiny mechanical antics.
He took one more down from the shelf.
“This one isn’t as complicated as the others, but I made it myself,” he told her.
It was a tiny dragon, and all it did was move its head and tail, but every scale was carved in detail, and its eyes sparkled like it was alive.
"This is my favorite!" she cheered. "It's beautiful!"
He collected them all and placed them lovingly back on the shelf. "You're very kind, young lady. You charm an old man's heart. Now you two should get going back home before it gets dark, but please come back any time."




CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Apparently Sarah's analysis of the mysterious code was helpful. Maria never told her specifically what happened after she'd found the solution, but the guards came back cheering. They welcomed Sarah like an old comrade in the Queen's chambers from that day on.
Some of them even tried to help her "toughen up" – attempting to teach her to shoot arrows or build small traps. A few of them took her out for their morning run, which she enjoyed very much, but they were forced to wear so much gear to protect the Chief Advisor, they were all miserable. And noisy.
All of their attempts were failures, and Sarah went back to being the code girl. She spent most of her hours in the library or playing with Sirius. Her time with Maria was mostly breakfast and tea – without much talk of battles and strategy. She wished she could see her friend more often but didn't miss the gory discussions.
Sarah constantly hoped to find some task that could help Maria, so they could work together again.
◆◆◆
 
One of Maria's guards knocked on Sarah's door the next morning while her chambermaid was helping her dress. This was still an awkward issue with Sarah, who had been dressing herself since she was at least four, and she was both mortified and relieved at the surprise interruption.
Really? At 5am? "Come in?" she called.
She'd been up late visiting with Maria after she was finished for the day, and Sarah was too tired to remember the guard's name. Brenna? Bretta? She didn't dare say it wrong and make an enemy. Brynja, that was it.
"Is something wrong?" Sarah asked, surprised to see her privately.
"No, no nothing's wrong," the young female guard answered hesitantly. "I just wondered if I could speak with you."
Me? "Oh. Um. Of course. I'd be happy to... Actually, can we send someone down for coffee first?"
The girl laughed agreeably – the first time Sarah could remember seeing one of Maria's personal guards laugh. Brynja sent her partner downstairs to the kitchen for strong coffee and something sugary to eat.
They chatted uncomfortably about the sudden weather changes and the dangerous siege going on outside, while Sarah's chambermaid finished pinning her dress and started on her hair. Finally, the guard's partner came back and they had a chance to caffeinate.
She seemed like a nice young woman, but Sarah didn't want to risk saying something sleepily stupid to a trained killer. Especially when it concerned her boss.
When they quietly finished drinking the coffee and the various other servants and guards had left the room, Sarah finally had to ask, “So you wanted to talk to me about Maria?”
“The Queen?” she asked, confused. “Oh, no. No, I wouldn’t presume to discuss your relationship with the Queen. I wanted to talk about my dad.”
“Sorry?”
“My dad. He came to live in this area when I became a guard and took a job in the stables. He’s too old to become a farrier, but he likes to stay busy, you know.” She laughed self-consciously. “He’s proud. You know how dads are.”
Sarah nodded sagely at that, thinking of how much she missed her father. “Daughters can be proud too, sometimes,” she mumbled.
“Anyway, I was late bringing his lunch to him one day, and he told me that someone ran back to the kitchen and brought it out for him. He described her, and I thought he meant Griselle, one of the girls who tends the sheep.” She was fiddling with her fingernails, not wanting to ask what she suspected. “But she said it wasn’t her.”
“It was me,” Sarah told her, a touch defiantly. “I couldn’t let him stand there hungry.” She wasn’t sure why she was being defensive, but this girl seemed so unsettled about the whole thing. It was making her jumpy.
“I knew it was,” Brynja nodded. “You look a bit like Griselle, only taller.”
“I hope it’s ok?”
The young guard glanced at the closed door for a moment, gauging her words before speaking. “I’m gifted to have this position, this career. I’ve sworn an oath to guard the Queen with my life, and I will do so without hesitation. But this... this is not always a kind house.” Seemingly without emotion, she added, “You have earned a friend by your kindness, but also a guardian. And I’ll be sure others know you’ve earned it as well.”
With that, she stood up and left quietly, not waiting for a reply.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

As they walked back across the tiny town to resume their shortcut home, Eli asked Pietro more questions about the fascinating little man, Mr. Greenguild, and how long he had been there.
"My mother says he's lived outside that village since she was my age. Her mother took her there to get a cure when she was sick, and almost died."
"He seemed so old, but not old like my grandmother."
Pietro laughed. "Not old like my grandmother either. He's like one of those toys, he just keeps going and going."
"He must take his own medicine to keep him so young and—"
Pietro stopped suddenly, grabbed Eli’s arm, and pulled her off their imperceptible path, into the thicker forest. She started to ask why, but he pressed a finger against his lips to make her silent.
A few moments later, an enormous, hairy, slobbering boar sped past them, snorting and enraged, tusks tearing the air around it – but bound for something else. It was so close, Eli would've sworn she felt its bristly hair brush her arm. And then it was gone.
Eli's heart was pounding at the nearness of such a huge and dangerous animal. She had never seen one before and was shocked at its massive size. She leaned against the tree, hands trembling, to catch her breath.
Pietro could see that she was badly shaken. After she had calmed down a little, he suggested she get a drink at the river since their dash to safety had put them close to it.
As they were approaching the river, Eli saw her.
At the edge of the river, near the bend where it turned to whitewater, was a kid. No, a toddler. Too close to the water, sliding on the slippery mud.
"Crap," she whispered. Then to Pietro, "Help me."
"What?" he started to ask, but she was already gone.
"Hold on, kid. Hold on..." There was no way the child could hear Eli over the roar of the water, but she kept saying it as she ran, trying to get closer without slipping on the muddy ground.
"Hold on, hold on, hold on."
"Eli? ELI!!"
"Hold on..."
"No! No!! Eli, that's not..."
"Hold on..."
The decoy exploded when she was about ten feet away, shattering the ground. The sudden downward collapse of the riverbank was the only thing that saved Eli from the shrapnel, but she couldn't think of luck as she fell into the ice-cold river.
She was underwater in an instant, too stunned and deafened to even take a breath. By the time she realized what had happened, she was a hundred yards downstream and crashing into the rocks.
◆◆◆
 
Eli wasn't sure if she'd been knocked out or not, but even once she could see and focus, she couldn't tell which way was up or down. She had managed to hold her breath, but that wouldn't last longer than a few more seconds. The freezing cold water was up her nose and burning her eyes, and she was bouncing off the jagged rocks like a ping-pong ball.
She fought to stay calm and let her body flow with the water instead of staying rigid and smashing into the submerged rocks. Finally she saw a stick out of the corner of her eye and grabbed for it. She was able to stay on the surface for a few seconds and take a breath… before it broke and she was swept on downstream.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

"It's a lovely day for a massacre, don't you think?"
It was a bright, sunny day with low humidity. The prettiest day they'd seen in months. Marcus said as much, "Quite lovely, your majesty. The roses were glorious this morning, and the moonflowers will be blooming again when we arrive home."
"Perfect," the Queen replied, still scanning the horizon for danger. "I don't see any signals from the advance team. But no sign of our quarry in the distance, either. Leon said he'd send a signal by sunrise either way, correct?"
Marcus nodded, but she couldn't tell if he was concerned or not. "He might be delayed. It's a delicate operation and interception, so it wouldn't be unusual..." He paused and looked at her. "We would have heard if he had been killed."
"True. Fine, we'll give him a short time longer. He's earned it. Thank you, Marcus."
The others bowed as she and Sarah left the patrol path at the top of the encircling wall, walking back into the compound.
◆◆◆
 
Maria was so lovely and serene, sitting casually on the dais and speaking quietly with the commander of her army. She was barely aware of the adoring retinue surrounding her, just as Sarah had always known her at school. She seemed a little older, but not as old as Sarah felt.
She was wearing a gown fit for the queen that she had become. In a way, Sarah couldn't help being proud of her, even though she was also terrified of her.
Just like everyone else in the castle, she thought to herself. But she was my best friend, once. How did this happen?
When her general left, Maria called Sarah up to be publicly recognized. As she approached, she could see the workmanship in her gown – scarlet silk brocade, a beautiful color on her, detailed with matching lace and tiny crystals in a style that was elegant but really too old and staid for her age.
And then Sarah's eyes fell to her necklace. From a distance, it was clearly made of diamonds and pearls in a complicated design of interlacing tiers. On any red carpet in Hollywood, it would have been the envy of every young actress who had been nominated. It had playful glitter and yet stoic weight, creating a collar of beauty.
And at the bottom center, in the decorative edge that emphasized her youthful bustline, were four human teeth.
Sarah blinked in confusion for a moment, convinced that her eyes must have been deceiving her. Maria caught her, of course – as every girl over the age of twelve inevitably catches someone staring at her décolleté – and her hand instinctively rose.
And then she smiled, realizing what Sarah had seen.
One of the teeth, presumably the newest, was a molar and still had a tiny pinkish chunk of someone's gums attached. Sarah found herself weirdly unaffected – and surprised at her own growing desensitization – and wondered absently if she had left that bit on purpose.
"I think they go nicely with the pearls, don't you, dear?"




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

When she finally washed up on a shore, freezing, soaking wet, and bleeding from several places, Eli just held on to a warm rock and shivered. She was too shaken and disoriented to move, and she didn't dare make a sound. After the close call with the boar, she knew she might stand up and find herself in the middle of a family of them. Or bears. Or giant fire-breathing tarantulas. Who even knew, in this crazy place?
The sun and the warm rock eventually thawed her enough to think clearly, despite the cold water still soaking her clothes. She was tempted to just bask in the warmth for a while, since she couldn't even begin to guess the way home.
As she lifted her head cautiously and looked toward the forest, she saw a girl sitting no more than fifteen feet away. She was sitting over a basket, which looked it held a collection of washed clothes from other drying rocks nearby.
Eli thought for a second that she had gotten lucky and the girl might be able to help her, maybe even point her toward home. Was she just a maidservant in some nearby house?
And then she saw the crossbow by the girl's foot.
Fantastic.
Eli knew the Queen's bunker was somewhere downstream, and she was now afraid that she had floated right into it. If this teenaged girl was armed, then there was no way she was alone. Staying hidden, Eli looked around and verified that she could see more people near the water, but they were farther away. Other girls were downstream, washing clothes and dishes. Several men were standing together in the treeline, smoking and chatting – occasionally laughing loudly. The huge boulders blocked her from view while she stayed down, but she couldn't hide in the shallows forever.
She knew she'd probably stand up straight into an attack. But since the others were out of earshot, which might not last long, Eli decided she should try her luck now.
As she got to her knees to approach the girl, she found she was already making eye contact. She had obviously seen Eli but hadn't screamed for the other guards yet. She squinted at her and tilted her head in some kind of mental inspection. Maybe she had heard stories about the strange outsider at the big house?
Eli wasn't sure if that would be a good thing or a bad thing...
The girl picked up her crossbow, pushing the basket aside, and looked over her shoulder for a moment. Then she walked up and pointed it at Eli's neck. She tried not to panic as the girl quietly knelt and touched her bright green jacket, a symbol of the training academy at the house. 
She pulled the crossbow away from her neck but didn't drop it, and she walked back to the basket quietly. When she came back, she was holding a ratty old dark brown cloak, and threw it over Eli's shoulders.
The cloak was warm and large enough to cover her uniform completely. Still without saying a word, the older girl pressed her finger to her lips and pointed upstream. Go.




CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

After Sarah broke the enemy's code and saved the day, she and Maria were really close for a while. They ate their meals together and talked strategy, and Maria came to see her before lights-out. So essentially, Maria was spending all of her non-working hours with Sarah. It seemed like old times, at home.
But it didn't last. The enemy stopped sending coded messages, obviously realizing that they'd been intercepted. If they started sending them in a different way, Maria’s general never saw it.
And Maria's wild swings between beloved old friend and bloodthirsty despot of village legends grew ever wider. Even though she was perfectly cordial toward Sarah in her darker moments, she was still horrifying. Sarah couldn't imagine what was causing it, and only her old memories of Maria convinced her that this wasn't natural. Wasn’t real.
As much as the Queen’s behavior froze Sarah’s blood in her veins, she still cared too much for her best friend to let the change win. She needed to drag her own Maria back to the surface.
Sarah occasionally spotted the spiders lurking in darkened corners of the castle, although they never spoke to her. She couldn't even be truly sure they were her own spiders, honestly, but it gave her a tiny amount of hope that she wasn't fighting this battle alone. That someone was on her side – no matter how small.
As they started drifting apart again, Sarah talked to Maria one day at breakfast. She was reading the latest notes from Marcus and not speaking to Sarah – but she didn't seem intentionally distant, just preoccupied. Sarah could see diagrams of a battle plan marked in various colors with three curving arrows pointing in different directions on the map, like football commentary in a halftime report.
Way over my head, she thought to herself.
"Maria? Is there any way I can help you?"
"Hmm?" she asked, not looking up.
"I felt so helpful when I was working on that coded message. But I can't fight, and there are no more codes being sent. Isn't there any way I can help?"
The Queen looked up at Sarah and started to shake her head dismissively, but then she saw that Sarah was being serious. "Let me think about it, my dear. There might be something you can do, without requiring too much training." She touched her hand. "And without putting you in danger, of course."
◆◆◆
 
When Maria came to supper that evening, she immediately swept over and sat down next to Sarah. "I thought of something you might do to help us win this war, my dear," she whispered.
Sarah dropped her fork and leaned over to hear the news.
"It might be the most boring thing ever. And it might all come to nothing. I don't want to get your hopes up too much."
Sarah tried not to pout.
"But it might be exactly what we need. We're a small kingdom, without many elders and without a long history.” (She conveniently neglected to mention that she was the one who'd reportedly had all of the elders killed or driven off.) “But one thing we do have is a library."
"It's a wonderful library!"
"And your fondness for it made me think of this plan. We have a military section that's under lock and key. There are volumes from other kingdoms, a few books even from your own... our own world. Writings that we haven't had the time or manpower to examine thoroughly."
"You want me to read the military books? That's—"
"Is it too boring? I was afraid it might be."
"It... yeah, it does sound pretty dreadful,” Sarah agreed. “But if you think it might help?"
"Why don't you just try it tomorrow morning? If it's all scorchingly dull and you don't find any historical strategies that might help us, you don't need to continue. But maybe the perfect plan will fall in your lap."
Sarah figured they were both right and this would be the most boring few hours of her life.
She'd never liked history, plus she always hated the kids who talked about fighting and made themselves sound so brave – when mostly they were just bullies.
After she'd waited for a few minutes just inside the library doors, one of the guards ran up with the key – there was no librarian, of course – and led her upstairs and into the restricted section. Not that the knowledge was forbidden, but these books were too potentially valuable to risk dirty fingers and bored vandals.
After Sarah was left alone and carefully locked in – which was a little unnerving – she stood for a while looking at the book titles. There was no catalog of subjects or authors that might be helpful, so she could only guess from the gilded spines. "The Great Drophilian Wars, Volume 4" and "Wartime in the Cravoz," and "General Tarbot's War," and twenty dozen more. They all sounded equally dull.
She sighed with self-pity, closed her eyes, and pulled one off the shelf at random, just to find a starting point. "Wars of the 8th Century."
Sarah was pretty sure they didn't have printing in the eighth century, so she wasn't sure how accurate or helpful it would be. On the other hand, she had no reason to assume that they counted years the same in this place. It might be only the 9th century here, right now, for all I know.
Before she got too deep into that brain-scrambling line of thinking, she took the book to a big, comfortable chair with a blanket and a dimmed gas lantern. It certainly wasn't the worst way to spend a chilly morning. She curled up in the blanket, turned up the light, and started to read.




CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

After the initial incident at the bend of the river, which still seemed like an accident or coincidence to Eli, Juliette became more and more distressed. Her drills with her guards became more intense, and she even struggled to keep Eli indoors whenever she could.
When Eli asked her what was wrong, she would only mumble that there were some rumors, and then change the subject or walk away.
Pietro had run back to the house and told Juliette and Tobias about the explosion, of course. And knowing she was headed downstream, dozens of people set out looking for her immediately. She was found quickly, and was safe at home within an hour of leaving the warm rocks of the shoreline.
Eli repeatedly told Juliette that the decoy, even if it was boobytrapped – which she doubted – couldn't have been rigged for her. After all, she wasn't even meant to be there. They were only by the river because the boar chased them off the path.
Juliette was sure it had been planned, plain and simple. She was absolutely certain that Eli was the intended target, she just wasn't sure how. Nothing Eli could say would convince her otherwise.
Eli understood that there were a lot of things Jules couldn't talk about. Virtually all of the tactical planning about the Queen needed to be secret – even from Eli – and of course, anything related to the so-called 'myth' couldn't be discussed at all.
But rather than wanting to know her secrets, Eli just wished she could ease her friend's mind. Nothing seemed any more dangerous or important than normal to Eli. No one else seemed to be overly worried, but Juliette was driving herself crazy. Eli knew she wasn't sleeping and had barely seen her eat.
Something was happening, but Jules obviously had important details that Eli couldn't hear.
But in the meantime, Eli was kept inside so much it was driving her crazy and boring her to death. She was even chased away from the courtyard gates at nightfall, which was "inside" as far as she was concerned. It was almost too much to bear.
◆◆◆
 
"In the name of all the tiny… Why didn't you tell me you were coming out here?!" Juliette yelled at Eli, trying to keep her voice down and failing. "I almost killed you, you silly child!"
Eli looked around in the softly lightening morning. She was barely outside the courtyard, not even ten feet. Juliette held up her crossbow and quickly yanked her friend into the shelter of her cloak. Eli wondered why, until half a dozen other armed guards stepped out of the shadows and doorways.
"I come out here all the time, Juliette. Everyone does."
"Not before dawn. And not today."
"I couldn't sleep, so I... wait, what's today?"
When they got back inside, Juliette explained her concern.
A messenger had been sent to the north with a complicated coded message, asking for assistance from a tribe of warriors who knew Juliette and the General. The code had specified today as they day that they were expected to arrive.
They had no way of knowing if the message had been received, but the tribe was loyal – and also owed them a favor.
Juliette sighed, trying to convey the danger. "If they arrive today, we expect the fighting to begin immediately," she explained. "But if they found you out here... or anyone, really... well, they might not recognize you. And there is a risk that our enemies will see them arriving as they come down from the mountains, and attack us preemptively."
"That's a lot of ifs."
"I know. But either way, it's best to stay hidden until our reinforcements arrive, and let the General and I do the explaining."
Eli nodded, annoyed but still trusting her friend.
"It could be dangerous, and you're a high-value target, Eli."
Eli finally snapped. "High-value target?! Jules, I'm a KID! You need to tell me how a kid, who's never even been here before, can be a target for a whole army! It doesn't make any SENSE!"
She started to turn away in a fit of anger and frustration, but Juliette caught her hand.
"You deserve to know, Eli. I think I can explain this part, at least."
They went to sit in Eli's favorite spot in the stables, even though the horses and dogs were all busy working. Everyone was out surveying, so no one would bother them for a while.
"I can't tell you the legend, but I think I can tell you one thing that it has created. There is a whole sect of people who reject the prophecy."
"I don't believe it either!" Eli insisted.
"It's not that they don't believe it, Eli. They believe it too much, maybe, and they hate it. They think the promised outcome, which I can't tell you," she sighed, "will create... a bad existence for them."
"But I would never–"
"I know. But the outcome isn't all about you. There are a lot of other people and forces involved... Anyway, there are one or two crazy sects, almost like religions, that have existed for centuries just to make sure you never happen. To ensure the legend never comes to pass."
"Never– Wait, they want to kill me?"
"There are thousands of them in my home country, but I didn't think they existed here in the mainland. Of course, everyone knows you're here, because rumors fly. So some of them have probably arrived from the higher lands lately." She looked at Eli with worried frustration. "But I can’t figure out how they knew you'd be in the woods. That's why I want to find out about the decoy. We thought the recent aggression and killings were all just a land grab by the Queen, but now..."
"But now you think it's about me?"
"Yes, Eli. That's exactly what I think."




CHAPTER SIXTY

Names and dates, names and dates. Battles here and there, in places she'd never even heard of and would never see. Names of weapons she couldn't identify.
Boring.
Sarah gave up on the first two books when she started nodding off in the warm, late-morning sunbeams and cozy blanket.
She told herself the third book was the last, and then she was going to sleep right there in the library.
The third book turned out to be "My Husband's War," by someone named Eugenia Yarsenaltii. Sarah scoffed out loud at the title, which sounded like a bad romance novel. It only needed a muscle-bound guy on the cover, she thought. Posing shirtless with, like, a cannon or something. She pulled the blanket up around her shoulders and snuggled into the wingback chair, preparing for a nap.
Instead, she became intrigued, completely against her will. Eugenia was a woman who had come from a different land as a sort of seamstress/spy and accidentally became the keeper of the uniforms in a military compound. The general in charge – the sworn enemy of her own people – eventually hired her into his household, first as a seamstress and later as the children's teacher.
At first, she reported back regularly to her colleagues at home, plotting against the enemy and apparently even managing to sabotage a few of them. Her acceptance into the general's compound and home was a coup, and it led to many small victories for her homeland – but she eventually came to love her young pupils, and even faked her own death to avoid going back.
Her former clan was not to be fooled, though, and they sent an assassin after her. She managed to save herself, but not without drawing the notice of the general, who had her locked away in the dungeons for treason. Nothing she could say or do would sway his decision.
◆◆◆
 
When the guard came back to get Sarah, her legs were stiff from sitting curled up in the chair for so long. The window was dark, and her tea was cold.
"Can I take this with me?" she asked, holding up the book. She had finished about half of it and had flipped back a few times, fascinated.
"Sorry, miss. This section is restricted – no books in or out."
"I thought you'd say that. Can I come back tomorrow?"
"That's up to the Queen. If she sends me, I'll be back tomorrow to let you in."
"I thought you'd say that too," Sarah replied with a smile. He was just following orders, but she thought Maria would let her come back. She thought she might've found something helpful.
◆◆◆
 
Sarah didn't want to interrupt Maria's work, but as she was leaving the dinner table, she finally stopped to ask, "Is it ok if I go back to the library tomorrow? Do you need me to be anywhere else?"
The young Queen looked away from her men, as if noticing Sarah for the first time. "Of course, my dear. I thought you'd be bored to tears. Did you find something helpful in the old books?"
"I'm not sure yet. Most of them are terribly dull, but I think I found an author with some good advice. I'd like to keep reading."
"Excellent. Yes, please continue if it's not too annoying for you. I know it's drafty up there. I'll ask the guards to escort you back to the restricted section after breakfast, and I’ll send one of the servants up with some extra blankets and tea."
She turned back to her strategic planning session, and Sarah went up to bed, smiling.
She hadn't really expected Maria to say no, but she was strangely thrilled to be able to continue reading about the general's wife. Not just because it might hold some tips to help them win the war and make Maria happy, but because her story was really fascinating.
One of the cats managed to find Sarah in the library the next day. They weren't pets, they were kept strictly to catch mice in the stables and pantries. So it was weird that it was even inside the main building, much less in this restricted area.
But that's cats for you, I guess.
The kitchen ladies chased them out with a broom if they ever got in, yelling after them like they were demons. Sarah felt bad, but no one seemed to keep pets here. Even the hunting hounds, which were allowed to sleep indoors, didn't sleep in bedrooms with their handlers. Maria didn't even let Sirius in her room, and she loved dogs as much as Sarah did.
The mousers were generally feral – not vicious but very unfriendly – so it was strange that the cat walked up to Sarah in the library and nuzzled her ankle. She was sure it wasn't allowed on the furniture, but since it wasn't allowed anywhere in the building, they were already breaking the rules.
In for a penny, in for a pound. She scratched its ears and continued reading when it jumped into her lap.




CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

It started out simply enough. Juliette wanted to take a party out into the wide area between Graedon Hall and the Queen's territory. Not to survey or reconnoiter, just to talk to the locals. See what the general feeling was – if there was fear and tension, even far from the Queen's bunker, or if folks were basically calm. And find out whose side they were on.
She didn't want to charge in with a bunch of huge armed men and aggravate the situation, so she took half a dozen trusted men and women on horseback.
The interviews went pretty well. The townspeople who lived closer to the bunker were obviously worried, but those farther away were basically unconcerned. Aware but not alarmed. This was as Juliette had expected, or at least hoped.
There were rumors in all of the villages about the prophecy, but most people seemed skeptical. Only a few devout women fawned over Juliette and asked her if she actually knew the chosen one? Was she pretty? Was it true she was only a little girl?
Juliette claimed complete ignorance and swore she didn't know the alleged chosen one's age. Had never even seen her. And was pretty sure it was all a big mistake, to be honest.
After returning to the house, she met with her best guards and decided that they could safely take out a small group for a true reconnoiter. If there was any risk of a real attack, they needed to know the current lay of the land. The flood season was past, but it had probably changed the topography enough that they should re-map.
They sent out surveyors with a small entourage of protection to update their maps of the area. Juliette went with them in the beginning, but she thought it would take at least a week. They needed to know specific details about which areas might give them strategic shelter, and which could betray them to higher ground.
After a few days without issues, she finally conceded and let Eli join them one morning. It was a tough decision, but she knew Eli had to learn these things. Besides, it was a particularly pretty day, and she had been begging to be out of the house.
Juliette would be with her every minute, she warned, which of course was an even bigger treat, since Eli rarely saw her busy friend anymore. She knew it wouldn't be fun and games, but it sounded interesting. And she'd burn off some of her stir-craziness from being trapped inside.
◆◆◆
 
They spent the day walking through the woods, exploring the territory and watching the engineers do their work. Eli understood what they were doing but not the complicated math they were using to do it.
By the end of the day, the cool spring morning had turned into a hot spring afternoon. They stopped at a stream in the shade to cool off and discuss their findings so far.
Eli was still kneeling by the water's edge when Juliette called her name, but quietly.
As she turned to look back at her friend, she noticed the footprint. Barefoot. In the mud. Three feet away.
Eli flicked her eyes toward Juliette, who shook her head, no. She hoped that meant "ignore it, pretend you didn't see it," because – unarmed, lightly dressed, and twenty yards from her party – that was all she could do at the moment.
She forced herself to splash one last handful of water on her face, and after a moment's consideration, one in each armpit – because, why not? – and stood up with a cheerful yelp. "Oh, cold! Cold, cold, cold..." she whispered loudly to herself, laughing, trying to sound oblivious to any danger as she dashed back toward Juliette in what she hoped looked like a chilly run for the rest of her clothes.
An arrow whistled past her, close enough to graze her recently-chopped hair. It yanked a few strands out by the roots, but she didn't dare scream. Ignore that too. Ignore that too. Ignore that... When she got within three feet of their small camp, she dove for safety, no longer caring whether it looked like she was cold or under siege.
Finally, arrows whistled back from her own party into the clearing. Under cover, they ran for the carriage and sped for home.
◆◆◆
 
Juliette stayed up with her troops until the small hours of the morning, discussing what had happened that day and changing their plans. If there was one member of the enemy’s party that close, they must be planning an attack.
They needed to accept that their message had been intercepted, their friends were almost certainly not coming from the mountains, and they'd be forced to face this onslaught alone.
The next morning, the guards and most of the trained fighters from the nearby villages were planning their march toward the Queen's army. They knew very little of their new enemy – nothing about their numbers or training, nor their possible level of loyalty – but they could learn that while drawing them away from the house and surrounding villages.
◆◆◆
 
Eli remembered the carriages being more opulent. More... glittery. She had walked down to visit Pietro at the training compound and found all of the carriages were outside of their hangars and looking very different.
Admittedly, she had only been in them twice before. But she was still pretty sure she remembered glamorously enameled paneling in jewel tones, bordered by polished filigree molding.
Today, they looked more like the 17th century version of a Humvee. The seemingly delicate wheels and the glossy leather finery on the horses were completely out of sync with the new mottled olive and brown colors of the camouflaged carriages.
She looked around for someone to ask, anyone who wasn't running too fast to catch, and she saw Juliette walking toward the carriages with a few of her guards. They were all dressed like they'd just come from battle, too.
When the others hurried away from Juliette to get back to their duties, Eli asked her, "What's with the Upholstery by Cabella's, Jules?"
"Change of plans, Eli. We got word that there's a sortie in the forest, so we're preparing to leave right away." She looked at her friend’s pretty spring dress, then put a hand on her shoulder and guided her back to the house. "Let's get you changed into something... different."




CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

After the general locked up Eugenia for treason, Sarah continued reading, she was certain that additional assassins from her home country would find their way into the dungeon and be finished with her.
She was exhausted and dismayed, but more worried for the children than for herself. The killers might wish to destroy her out of vengeance, but the general's people were their lifelong sworn enemies, and his children would be easy targets.
Eugenia tried to warn the guards that intruders might be coming, cautiously leaving out the fact that she was their intended target, but they ignored her pleas. She tried to think of some way to send a message to her young pupils from the dungeon, but she had no parchment and no way to transport it to them.
After several days, she had essentially given up when she saw one of the scullery girls outside the ceiling grate, dumping out the wash water. In desperation, she pleaded with the girl to send one of the children to see her. The girl seemed to ignore her but must have felt some sense of pity, because the older boy, Jaris, appeared at the grate the next morning before sunrise.
Jaris was angry with Eugenia, believing his father's accusations against her, and seemed to have only come to berate her. She held her tongue and never asked for forgiveness from the boy that she had come to love so much, only warning him that the killers might come. If she was doomed to die anyway, she only wanted to be sure that he and the others were safe. She begged him to take his sisters and visit their summer cottage, but he scoffed at her fear. Finally he spat at her and left in a storm of childish anger. Her heart was broken as only the spite of a beloved child can crush it.
◆◆◆
 
She waited another day in the hope that Jaris would return, but there was no sign of him, and the scullery girl was absent too. Eugenia hoped the girl hadn't been punished for her kind deed.
The following night, as she lay fitfully sleeping in the cold, pitch-dark dungeon, she was jarred from her rest by shouts and crashes of metal. She ducked as well as she could into the farthest corner, as the noises grew louder and closer. Finally there was a thunderous crash, and the heavy dungeon door was rattled in its frame. Then, silence.
Just as she was trying to settle back down into her cold corner of the stone dungeon, the door opened. Eugenia braced herself for death, saying a quick prayer to the gods of her old country, who had surely forgotten her. She knelt quietly with no hope of fighting the killers.
But she found only a hand on her shoulder.
The shackles were quickly removed from her ankles, and she was carried away, with no strength left to walk on her own. When they reached the dimly lit doorway, she saw the general's concerned face for the first time as he led her to safety.
For as much as Jaris had despised her, he had also accusingly repeated her warning to his father – who was wise enough to see the potential for truth in it. Once his son mentioned her plea that the children run to the cottage, the general was quite sure the story must be true. He could see no sinister strategy in removing the children to a place of safety.
Since he couldn't be sure, though, he merely placed guards around the dungeon, with a strict warning about intruders. When the assassins made their move, the general and his guards were there to stop them with overwhelming force.
And so, the general's seamstress and governess became the hero of the household. He could not thank her enough for saving his children, who would surely have also been slaughtered by the assassins from their enemy's country.
Soon feelings between Eugenia and the general bloomed, and the children were happy to welcome her as their new mother. But that was only the beginning of the story.
Eugenia spent the rest of her days as a counsel to the general, given her experience as a spy. (Sarah suspected that the general never knew the whole story about that part.) Just as she had done when she was spying for the enemy, she simply kept her eyes and ears open and absorbed information like a sponge.
Sarah reminded herself that this took place in the distant past when female warriors and strategists like Brynja and Desert Flower could barely even be conjured in their wildest imaginings. The idea would have been laughable to them. But Eugenia found her own niche.
In her demure role as wife and teacher, she was basically invisible in the house and could listen to the general's military planning simply by quietly pouring tea in plain view. Her husband's colleagues, and even his backstabbing enemies, openly discussed their plans in front of her, presuming her to be a fool – or foolishly forgetting she was even in the room.
Invisibility has its perks, and Eugenia's work helped her husband become the strongest and wisest ruler of their county in a century. She aborted murder attempts and coups, helped with mergers, and later even avoided betrothals for her beloved daughters to greedy and bad-tempered louts.
◆◆◆
 
Eugenia learned all of this just by watching.
She eventually acted, but much like Sarah, she was no warrior or schemer. In the beginning, she just kept quiet and watched what was going on around her. Let her instincts guide her but made her final determinations by using her eyes and ears and following the facts.
Sarah snorted in disgust, startling the dozing cat off her lap. Why couldn't I be like that?
The kids in school thought I had it so easy, but the teachers’ reviews always said "Sarah is at the top of her class in intelligence and test scores, but she lacks focus."
"Needs to pay attention in class."
"Is so easily distracted."
"Will never really succeed until she learns to focus."
My mother was helping me with meditation and mindfulness. My father, of course, is just as flaky as me, so he was no help.
I just wasn't focused.
Could I ever shut my mouth and open my eyes like the general's wife?
No way.
But she couldn't think of any other way to help Maria, so she'd have to try.




CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Eli stood in the middle of the action like she was in the eye of a hurricane.
It had already been decided that the fighters and older students, including Eli, would go to a new camp at the front, and the others would retreat to the neighboring villages. Alexia and the other tutors would go with the younger students, even though they were trained for battle. If needed, they would join later. There would be cooks at the front, but Maggie and Bitsy and the rest of the home kitchen team would go back to safety.
In his heart, Tobias wished that he could join the battle, he told Juliette and Eli, but he was sensible enough to join the retreat. The elderly veteran knew he could assist from that distance if needed, and he had other business to attend.
Men and women ran to pack the necessities and secure the buildings while they planned to leave for the fight. People led dogs and horses to staging locations, where the creatures would become their essential colleagues.
Juliette had explained to Eli that she would be coming to the battle, but not to fight. She would be working with Juliette and the captain. No one expected her to lead their little army because there would be no chance to ramp up. She'd need to start learning under fire, though. Literally.
Eli was secretly fine with that, hoping that she wouldn't let them down. At least she wouldn't be bored.
In the midst of the mayhem, Eli saw something that caught her eye.
She was trying to stay out of the way, hovering near the gardens in the courtyard, when she noticed a small group of men huddled together. As most of them peeled away to continue planning for the upcoming battle, the gardener was left. And he was crouched in the deep discussion with... the chicken?
"Did you know all this time that the chicken can talk?" Eli demanded from the gardener once he was alone, repairing one of his worn boots.
Ribasche didn't look up from his work. "Rooster."
"What?!" she snapped, exasperated.
"He's a rooster, not a chicken."
"So you knew all along?!"
"How could I not know? Half of the guards check in with Oswald four times a day. It's like a carnival out there during the mid-day meal break."
"Oswald?!" Eli felt like a fool. "I was trying to hide it from you, to protect him," she finally mumbled.
That made him look up from his work. He smiled at her crookedly, saying, "I'm not sure what that says about your opinion of me..."
"No! That's not what I..."
"But you're a very good friend to him. He would be very pleased to hear you say that. After he stopped laughing, of course."
◆◆◆
 
They told me not to socialize with the horses, but I was usually with the students' horses, who either worked the land or were just family riding horses. The horses that would go to battle were supposedly off limits, but no one had the nerve to actually stop me.
So when I was bored or lonely, which was a lot, I'd go out to the stables and brush the horses. Occasionally I'd steal a carrot from the kitchen, but only if we had a lot of extras from the garden. I would've liked to spoil them but didn't want to short anyone on dinner.
A nasty guard who didn't like me said, "You shouldn't treat them like pets, girl. They're war horses."
"All the more reason to treat them kindly," I answered quietly – angry but not willing to show this loser.
"They could be killed tomorrow in battle," he snarled and walked away.
"So could you," I whispered to his back.
◆◆◆
 
Eli and Juliette joined the makeshift table in the captain's tent to discuss the remaining travel plans while they waited for breakfast. The journey to the next stop would begin after they reviewed the new maps.
They had left the house behind the night before after seeing it sealed up with built-in barricades. The younger children and anyone who wasn't trained for battle had retreated with an armed guard, along with enough chaperones to care for them.
Juliette and the captain, who introduced himself to Eli as Leonard, were talking about the latest surveys and what they could mean, while Eli studied the maps and listened carefully, soaking up all the information she could gather. The house and the planned advance position were both marked clearly on the map, and she was trying to deduce their current location without asking.
As they'd walked from their own tent to the captain's tent just after the sky had begun to lighten, Eli had tried to look for landmarks, but there was no road, no river, not even a stream. No hills or buildings, not even an attention-catching tree. Just forest – endless trees as far as the eye could see.
She scanned the map, disappointed in herself, and finally noticed a crosshatch of lines that she couldn't identify. Standing up, she walked to the door of the tent and looked over the immediate surroundings one more time.
There it was: a pile of logs that had been washed down here in the flood season. It was near enough to see that it still had a few green leaves hanging on to the shattered boughs, and the roots still showed some white spots where they hadn't rotted. It must be recent.
Juliette raised an eyebrow but didn't ask what she was doing. One more sign from her friend that Eli needed to start being a leader now, even if she didn't know exactly what she was leading.
"So we're here, right?" Eli asked, pointing to the log pile sketched on the updated map.
The captain nodded, and she continued, "I thought we'd made more progress, but we should still make it to the next site by nightfall, right?"
She was asking out of curiosity, not bossiness, and the captain took it that way. He was interested in seeing her learn.  "A few hours before nightfall, hopefully. These updated maps show a new shortcut that we can use." He pointed out a bare section of the page. "This area was impassable last year."
To Eli, it still seemed crazy to be teaching all of this to little kid, but apparently everyone else thought it was normal. And she had always been a fast learner. The captain had instructed her to ask questions when she thought it would help, and she was feeling less clueless by the day. Juliette winked at her and nodded. Then breakfast arrived, and they dug in.
"I know it still seems weird that we're involving you in these reviews–"
"Not weird, Jules. Stupid."
"The captain believes the prophecy,” she told Eli bluntly. “The funny thing is, I've known him for years, and he used to make fun of me for believing it. But he said he knew it was true as soon as he met you."
"Really?"
Juliette nodded with a sideways smile.
"Did he tell you why?"
"No. But even if he did, I couldn't tell you."
"Oh, right."
"No one expects you to lead the charge into battle, or even lead the conversation. But I want you to hear it all and just absorb it. Right now, you're basically a mascot for our cause, but I think you'll lead it one day. And now, so does the captain. So you need to learn."
"The captain's nice," Eli said simply.
"He likes you, too. So you'll stick with it?"
Eli nodded. She couldn't think of a single reason to say no.
◆◆◆
 
They moved again the following night to the final planned forward position. This time, they set up their camp in the fortified courtyard of an abandoned summer home, deep in the woods.
To Eli, a summer home sounded like a little cottage with a flower garden and a white picket fence. This place was a stone bungalow that looked like it had been owned by a family of rather grumpy trolls. It was starting to crumble, but still had a moat filled with sharp rocks, and a moldy basement that could have doubled as a medieval prison. Eli suspected rats and didn't look closely.
The captain said it made the perfect defensive position.
They set up their tents again and secured them well this time. Juliette and Eli met with Leonard briefly, and then tried to get a few hours of sleep before daylight.
Eli stared at the ceiling and wondered if anyone else was sleeping better than she was.
◆◆◆
 
"I heard you wanted to see me, Captain?" a voice called into the tent.
Eli looked up from the tentative battle plans on Leonard's desk, but there was no one in the doorway.
"I still don't understand what this red marking signifies," she continued to the captain after a pause. "Why would this one hill change the way..."
"Elizabeth, the General has arrived. I need to speak with him." Weirdly, Leonard was talking to her like she was a child again. She knew she must have made some kind of grievous, bizarre error. Again. She nodded and turned back toward the door of the tent.
And of course, now that she looked more closely, there was a rabbit on the floor. In a black satin cape.
"Oh, for the love of all that's—" she grumbled, and then stifled a yelp as Leonard kicked her under the desk.
"General, it's a pleasure to see you again," Leonard said. "Thank you for traveling so far to meet us here on such short notice. I don't believe you've met Elizabeth yet."
The rabbit spoke with a rather lovely accent – and also loudly enough, thank goodness, to drown out Eli's annoyed and self-pitying groan. "It's been several years, hasn't it, Leonard? I've heard wonderful things about your work lately. Elizabeth, it's an honor. I'm sorry we couldn't have met under better circumstances."
She was still aghast and staring, so Leonard kicked her again. Gentler this time.
"Oh, uh... General. Thank you so much for your support. I mean, your resources... Er, your army?" She glanced at Leonard, who shook his head subtly.
"Support. Your generous support. In this matter."
Amazingly, the adorable and furry commanding officer chuckled quietly. "She's handling it better than most of them, Leonard."
"Please don't encourage her, sir."




CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

Sarah sat huddled up in the chair by the window, reading about Eugenia, the general's wife, until her bones were cold and her joints hurt. Her tea was gone, she was struggling not to shiver, and even the thin woolen blanket was like ice.
She tried to mentally will one of the kitchen girls to send a guard up with more tea and an armload of blankets, but she knew it was pointless. She had to decide whether to stop reading for the day – torture! – or resign herself to freezing into a girl-shaped popsicle. Even more torture.
The spindly library cat suddenly reappeared at the corner of the bookshelves and saw Sarah in his chair. She must have looked pathetic because he ducked back behind the shelves for a minute, and then reappeared with a big, fat, white fluffy princess of a feline femme fatale.
When they reached her chair, they both paused, looking at her with wide green eyes from the shadows, as if waiting for an engraved invitation.
"Come on up," she told them. "Might as well freeze with company." But they really did warm her up, even if they couldn't fetch her a hot drink. They sat on her lap, purring contentedly and appearing to read the book along with her.
Eventually, Sarah grudgingly accepted that she needed to stop reading for the day and rejoin the rest of the house. They would be missing her, and she was getting hungry. Besides, she could barely feel her fingers.
She couldn't bring the cat and his fluffy friend back into the house with all of the hunting dogs around, so she hoped they'd find a place to sleep in the library and not get chased back outside.
Or maybe they had a secret way in and out of the compound. On second thought, since she was pretty sure there was no litter box, she hoped they had a safe way back outside.
She scratched his furry chin goodnight and transferred him carefully onto the chair, surrounded by the blanket.
The guard was waiting at the top of the stairs for her, and she wondered if he had seen the cats.  If so, he didn't mention it.




CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

When Eli walked across the camp to breakfast with the captain the next morning, a little late – which was unusual for her – everyone was at the table but crowded together at one end. They were all talking very seriously and didn't look up.
So they didn't notice when she walked into the tent, but there was a little frosted cake at her place. Simple, with what looked like vanilla frosting and some flowers on top. Real flowers. Lavender? she thought. Or
lilacs?
Could be lilies, or lotus, or a lopsided lunatic llama's lawn, for all I know, she smirked to herself. Not an expert on flowers.
Anyway, it was pretty. And more importantly, it was her birthday. And they remembered.
She picked up a piece of toast and dragged her chair over to the others, where she could listen to the conversation. They were talking about dangers and strategies and armor and archers and advance armies. It was all over her head, but she knew she needed to listen and learn.
The outpost cook walked over and gave her a subtle but genuine hug. "Happy birthday, dear," she whispered in her ear, quieter than a spring breeze. Eli smiled up at her, knowing they could have the cake later but the wish was the best thing.
She wasn't sure how they knew, but... of course, they knew everything.
◆◆◆
 
Eli had no trouble being brave for herself, but she had never had people she’d felt the need to protect before. While she was sitting back at camp each day with the planning committee, it alarmed her more and more to see Juliette and Pietro and Mirabella and the rest of her friends set out every day. The real fighting hadn't even started, and yet she constantly worried that they might not return.
Her only chance to see them was at night before bed, so she briefly tried traveling with them. But even as much as she tried not to complain, they finally gave up on letting her ride the horse. She was apparently making people uncomfortable.
"I said I was fine. It wasn't that bad," she whined later.
The chicken raised an eyebrow in her direction. Do chickens even have eyebrows?
"Don't look at me like that. I don't mind saddle sores and sunburn. I want to stay with my people," she insisted. "With my troops... I want to stay with Juliette."
"Juliette is fine, Elizabeth. She was raised in this life long before she knew you. Long before she ever dreamt that you might be real."
"I know she's fine. She has plenty to keep her busy. And she's a warrior. She doesn't need me to keep her company or make her calm." Eli couldn't help but sigh. "But I need her, Oswald. She's my best friend... She's my only friend."
Can a chicken cough? What was that sound? Scoffing?
"Your only friend, Elizabeth?"
"Fine. Not only. But she's my best friend. Ever. I don't want her out there alone."
In a bizarre fit of genuine kindness, Oswald fluttered over and put his wing on her hand. "She's not alone, Elizabeth. We know you love her. She's never alone."




CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

Sarah rode out to the front with Maria the next day, because the Queen wanted her to see what was happening. Sarah certainly couldn't fight – they both knew that, without the need to speak it – but she might be able to strategize. And maybe Maria thought the confrontation needed to be "real" to Sarah. That she needed to see it.
She told Sarah that the opposing force was camped in the woods across the valley, and their bloodthirsty female leader was with them. Sarah remembered Godwin’s terrifying description of the deadly sorceress, and wondered if they could see her from here. So they collected some equipment from the carriage and sat down to watch and wait. To see what would happen.
After an hour or two, Sarah was bored and starting to doze off when a distant sound startled her awake. There was movement in the edge of the woods.
"Oh. Hey... Hey, I see someone." She looked around, but Maria wasn't behind her. "Maria? Maria, I see someone. Coming out of the woods."
She looked through an old-fashioned spyglass at the figure in the field. The woman she had been waiting for. Her best friend's target. The brutal leader of this vicious opposing army.
But it wasn't her. It was just a little girl.
She looked hungry and tired, as far as Sarah could tell from that distance. I was hungry and tired too, she told herself. But she looked...
"Maria, it's just a kid," she whispered, mostly to herself. She paused, trying to think it through. We're kids too, right? And we'd do anything for our cause. But...
"I mean, Maria... she's Javi's age."
Maria still wasn't behind Sarah. But her fighters were listening, and she knew they wouldn't have a second thought about killing a little girl if the Queen wanted it.
"Target lost."
◆◆◆
 
Sarah wanted to believe Maria wasn't lying. She's my best friend, she insisted to herself. She wouldn't lie to me. Would she?
How could she lie to me?
Or was Sarah just in denial? She herself had been lost in the woods, and then living with the old woman for... how many months? Was Maria living here that whole time? Becoming a monster?
She could actually imagine how a girl like Maria could become some kind of wonder to them. She was a wonder to Sarah sometimes, too. But could she be a warlord?
In the right situation? Or the wrong situation? Maybe.
Anyone could be dangerous if they were protecting something they loved. But was there a situation that would change her from a funny, kind, caring girl into... a monster who was trying to butcher an army fighting with children?
Sarah didn't see anyone on the other side of this battle who seemed to be a mass murderer in the making, but looks can deceive.
She knew she needed to find a way to investigate the enemy and answer this question – and fast.




CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

Eli stood at the top of the hill above the valley, leaning against a tree alongside a small crowd of the fighters and watching the sun rise. She was surprised that she could see so much beauty when they were so close to attack.
Or maybe it was a function of the nearness of death. Everything looked beautiful and alive. The sun was awakening with pinks and purples in the pre-dawn sky, reflecting itself with peach ripples in the river. Morning birds sang in the trees, and bees buzzed cheerfully around the late magnolia blossoms and moon flowers.
Pietro would tease her for being sappy, but it all looked so lovely and peaceful. Even the river sounded happy, bubbling over the rocks as it traveled downstream. This might be last time she ever saw it, so she figured it wasn't entirely stupid to enjoy it.
The guard nearest to her, a young man chatting with his partner in the beautiful changing light, suddenly sat up at attention. He then stood up to investigate something Eli hadn't heard.
His partner was about to stand up beside him when the first guard's throat exploded in a pink mist of blood and bone. His body dropped at Eli's feet, nearly decapitated, as his partner dove on top of her, shielding her body with his own and dragging her into the trees, through the dead leaves.
Another girl that Eli knew from the gymnasium crouched low to the ground and ran across the opening in the tree line to meet her colleagues, and she was hit too. A steel-tipped arrow ripped straight through her thigh, sending a spray of pulsing blood into the morning air.
Her guardians tried to hold Eli back, but she struggled away from them and grabbed for the girl, trying to remember what they'd taught her in first aid class last year. She knew an artery had been hit and she needed to work quickly. The girl – Kelsey was her name, Eli remembered absently, her vision focusing into a tight tunnel – was wearing plaid fabric around her shoulders. Tartan, she wondered? Whatever. A plaid fabric thing, so she tore it off and tried to stop the bleeding.
She probably knew it was too late before she even started, really, but the bleeding stopped almost before she began applying pressure, and soon more hands were pulling her away.
People were whispering and putting their bodies between Eli and any possible threat, and it was so surreal. She didn't want anyone risking their lives for her, but how could there be any risk out here? They were in the middle of nowhere. Wasn't the forest a safe place for me, once?
She looked back at the two bodies on the ground and forced herself to accept that it could have been her. Should've. Would've been her. That shook her out of her shocked stupor, and she started running with the others. Silent, head down, allowing herself to be hidden. But running.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, the fighting started in earnest. Eli clung to Juliette's hand and begged to be allowed to do something. Anything. She felt as useless as a toy doll on a shelf.
"Elizabeth, I need to go. We need to go now."
"Tell me how I can help you."
Her friend sighed in affectionate annoyance. Mostly just annoyance. "You can't help us, Eli. We're the ones who are here to help you."
"That's so stupid!" She wanted to scream but tried to keep it to a whisper. "I don't want you risk..."
"I know you don't, but..." she thought for a moment and then smiled gently. "You're the one who hasn't heard the prophesies."
"Then let me..."
"No. Don't start this again. You can't hear them. And I need to go."
"But I could..."
"If you want to help us, you could pray for us, to the god your grandmother loves."
Eli stared at her friend shamefaced for a minute, and then promised she would. Somehow it didn't seem as creepy and weird that Juliette knew something about Eli's grandmother, whom she had never met. That’s because Gram would have loved Jules, Eli thought with a smile.
Then she walked over to her traveling pack and pulled out a copper frying pan.
"I stole this from the kitchen back at the house. Or... I guess not stole, exactly...  I borrowed it. Anyway, I spent all night scrubbing it since I couldn’t sleep."
"So we're going out to fight and die for a washmaid," Juliette responded solemnly. "My forebearers would be so proud. I can see them in the afterlife, coming to greet me with cheers. 'Blessed are you, daughter of Prengart, who gave your life for the snot-faced scrubbing girl.'"
Eli laughed out loud and swatted Juliette with the end of her cloak.
"No, look, it's really shiny now." She tilted it in the sun, so it flashed brightly. "You can use it to contact me up here if you need me. Since I'm on higher ground, maybe I can help."
"That's pretty smart, Eli." Juliette took the frying pan and experimented with the reflected light. "We couldn't use it without giving away our position, though." She handed it back. "Why don't you keep it, and signal in case the camp needs help from us?"
◆◆◆
 
And then they were gone. Juliette and the rest of the fighters disappeared from the camp, off to fight the battle, and Eli was left at the command center camp – basically alone. There were guards to protect her, and others who stayed behind to protect the camp. And the captain was there sometimes, but he was too busy to talk to her, and most of his conversations were too secretive now for her to listen.
Eli was alone again, but this time she was worried sick about the others.
One of the younger guards noticed her concern, asking her to play cards with him when he was on his break. His name was Aleksavrin, he told her, but everyone called him Ogre. Eli thought he was about Juliette's age, and he was as big as an ox, but he didn't look like an ogre.
He left her his cards when he went back on patrol so she could play with them while he was working – then came back for another game later. He didn't seem to know who she was, or why she was at the camp, which was just fine with Eli. He said he had a sister her age, who had stayed behind in one of the sheltered villages. He obviously missed her. He showed Eli a few of the card games that they played at home, and she showed him how to play Rummy – her grandmother's favorite game.
Later they played a silly local game where you had to slap a card to add it to your hand (which led to a flurry of hands flying at once) and yell "Fools ahead, last card dread!" loudly before you laid down your final card.
Soon they were laughing like they'd known each other for years, and both of them briefly forgot their worries for their friends in the woods below.
Eli didn't see Ogre for a few days because he rotated down to the battle. Other fighters tended the camp, but none of them had time for Eli and her games, and she was forced to keep busy with studying and annoying the camp cook.
She thought she might die of boredom and wondered why they didn't send her back to the protected villages, since they no longer really needed her here.
Eli saw Juliette sometimes in the evenings, and was occasionally called in to more meetings with the captain, but they always asked her to leave when it came to discussing troop movements.
Finally, after a week, Ogre rotated back into the camp for a day of guard duty. She didn't run to say hello, thinking he'd just been pitying her, but just waved when she saw him pass with his comrades. Later, though, he jumped through the tent door with a strange pack of cards from the highlands. They were shaped like circles and marked with weird animals instead of numbers.
"Today we're learning Unicorn Bluff," he told her with mock seriousness. "And when I say 'we,' it's because I don't fully understand the rules myself. But we'll make them up as we go along."
They played until lunch time, debating whether the two-headed cat was worth more or less than the three-tailed jackal, and agreeing that the fringed water lizard was definitely better than the white-banded spider bird. The spider bird gave them both the creeps.
At lunch he told her what he could about the battle progress – which wasn't much, since he was basically acting as a foot soldier – but he said there hadn't been a huge number of deaths yet. There was enough distance between camps that they were fairly safe in their armor, and neither side had found a way to drag larger armaments though the dense forest.
Juliette was leading them well, he said, taking small groups of scouts to gather intelligence on the enemy. He never heard their details but was always proud to see them come back with news to share with the captain. And one of the young women on that team was his older brother's betrothed, so he was extra proud of her stealth and wiliness.
Eli took it all in, reveling in the stories as if she could see the daring young spies with her eyes closed, sneaking through the woods to defeat the Queen's forces with their own stolen plans.




CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

"What is she doing?!" Maria snarled at Marcus in a rage. "She's breaking up her army. That's... suicide. She must know that!"
Sarah stood with the archers, waiting and watching. The scouts had come back with information on the enemy's movements. The details weren't what any of them had been expecting – but Maria's sudden erratic, enraged reaction was making them all nervous.
"Two of the factions are circling us, right and left. What... what is she doing?" She glared at them all, as if they had somehow caused the unexpected troop formations.
"Maria... Your highness." Marcus hesitated to say what he meant. "Your highness, they're less than half our size. With one third our strength. We can meet all three factions and decimate them."
She didn't even acknowledge him.
"They come at us three ways. She can't know this. How can she know this?"
He reached out and touched her arm. "Maria, we have defeated entire armies. This is child's play." He paused. "You're worrying your warriors, and frankly, you're worrying me."
"Don't you see that she has a spy, Marcus?" she whispered. "She must."
He looked shocked for a moment, wanting to tell her that it was impossible – and remembering that last time she suspected a spy, heads had rolled. Literally. But this time he sensed that she was right almost immediately. Then he shook his head for clarity. "But... but it doesn't matter, your highness," he told her calmly. "She could have a dozen spies. They're outnumbered and desperately ill-armed. We'll destroy them in an instant."
"I see. Yes, of course you're right." She finally met his gaze and seemed to relax from her anger and near-panic. "I'll deal with the spy later."
◆◆◆
 
Without anyone to chaperone her back to the castle, Sarah was basically stuck at the camp overlooking the valley. She chided herself for being bored and uncomfortable, but she wanted to go back and escape her growing anxiety.
And yet, she had to wait until Maria and her guards were finished with their review, so she sat near the carriages and waited impatiently. Whatever Maria had hoped she would learn out here, it had apparently failed. She was just cold, a little scared, and felt completely useless.
The battlefield medics brought back a guy with a missing hand while Sarah was waiting for Maria to return. And another guy with a covered wound to his upper face. They sent a page running for the doctor while they tried to stabilize the wounded.
Sarah didn't think either of them would live, but if anyone could save them, she knew from experience that it was Doctor Tau. The first guy was losing a lot of blood, even with a tourniquet.
The second guy seemed to be in shock. Understandably. Now she could see that he had some kind of short-handled knife sticking out of his eye socket. But he wasn't screaming or grabbing at it. He was alive, but so still. Staring around with his other eye. Sarah had learned that you needed to keep a person warm and calm when they’re in shock, but she had no blanket or coat. No way to help him.
But the doctor was coming.
The real battle hadn't even started yet, but there were people bleeding and dying around her already.
A huge man staggered out of the woods and fell near her with an arrow sticking out of his leg. No one had noticed him but Sarah.
She was feeling so helpless and pulled in a hundred different directions, wanting to run for the hills herself. She wasn't sure who to call for help.
But then the man reached for the arrow in his leg.
◆◆◆
 
"No! No, don't touch it!"
She ran up to the fallen man, whose hand was already on the arrow sticking out of his thigh. He was a monster of a man, easily six foot four and nearly as wide. He could crush her without a thought.
She slid up next to him, fell to her knees, and smacked his hand away from the arrow with all her strength. And then she braced to be knocked to the ground.
"Why do you hit me, girl?" he asked, confused and possibly offended, but not angry.
Sarah could see the blood pulsing around the shaft of the arrow, and even from basic fifth grade science class wisdom, she knew he couldn't pull that arrow out. The arrow had hit his femoral artery, and they were a long way from home. From help.
As a warrior, he should know this, too. Although, frankly, the freakishly huge muscles in his neck and chest might not allow him to bend over far enough to even see his leg.
"You can't pull that arrow out, or—"
"But we're fighting. I just need to—"
He reached for the arrow again, and she whacked him with the wooden spyglass she had been using earlier – which for some strange reason was still in her hand.
They both looked at the spyglass for a moment, as if it had suddenly sprouted out of her arm.
"It hit an artery," she explained.
"Oh."
"Yes. So please don't pull it out." They were too far from the castle, and she wasn't even sure if anyone there could fix this. But she was absolutely sure no one here could do it. And she couldn't watch someone else die out here when she could at least delay it.
He put his hand down.
"Thank you. Stay here while I go see the blacksmith. I think he'll have something we can use to cut it off."
"Cut?"
"The arrow," she smiled. "Not your leg. Be right back."




CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

She'd been loitering at the cook shack – it was really a rather nice tent, but Eli decided "cook shack" sounded more appropriate for the situation – and irritating the camp cooks in her boredom. They'd given her a random armful of silverware and plates and serving implements to set up for lunch. Partly to let her be helpful, and partly just to make her go away.
Eli was actually glad to help, so she set off for the small area where the camp people gathered to eat. She set up the plates and trivets for the few hot dishes, but found herself left with two big soup ladles and a spreader for the local goat cheese – when there was no soup or cheese planned – and also missing a serving fork for the carved roast.
So she turned back to the cook shack with the big soup ladles stuck in her belt and the spreader in her pocket. In her free hands, she carried back a few remaining plates and cups from breakfast. On the top of the stack, she balanced an empty wooden serving bowl which still smelled like fresh fruit.
She got back to the shack just as Ogre walked up the hill, and he laughed at her clumsy pile of dishware, stacked almost as high as her head. "You look like a clown from the Circus of Kitchen Arts. If you can juggle those, I'll hire you for a tour of the country!"
Eli immediately snatched the ladles from her belt and started to throw the bowl in the air to start juggling. "Anything to get away from this boredom," she answered with a laugh. "I'll juggle the carving knives too!"
Ogre caught the dish and flatware before they crashed to the ground and helped her carry them into the kitchen tent. They both offered to help clean, but the cooks shooed them away since Ogre created an even bigger jam in the small space.
"Let's walk out to the overlook, then," he suggested. "I need to get an updated count of visible tents on the other side for the captain, and besides, the camp is just too quiet today. It's making me jumpy."
They walked back down the hill to the main path and turned out into the forest toward the overlook. Eli had only been out this way once since it'd been cleared, and she looked forward to getting away and seeing something new.
"I got a letter from my little sister," Ogre told Eli as they walked down the path. "She said my mom's sick at the village, but it doesn't seem too bad. Anslyn said she thinks it's mostly worry, because she settles down once she's asleep."
"That's good. How's your sister doing herself?"
"She's been getting lessons with the other girls that are too young for combat training. She said she's learning math so our mother will be able to send her to the market for barter when the battle's over. She's very excited about that because she never gets to come with us. You'd think it was—"
There was a rustle in the bushes ahead, and suddenly Eli and Ogre were standing face to face across the clearing from two of the Queen's men.
"Thomas, that's the girl," one of them said.
The man called Thomas and Ogre both looked at Eli.
"I dunno, my man. She wouldn't be out in the woods with just one guy—"
"I'm tellin' you, it's her. Look at her hair. Now get her!"
They both pulled out swords and started forward, as Ogre pushed Eli toward the trees. "Run!"
She did as she was told, turning away to run for shelter as she heard Ogre pull out his own sword and step toward the other men. She thought he'd follow her in a minute, so she stopped and waited out of sight until the crashing and shouting stopped. Then she heard it get quiet again. Too quiet.
◆◆◆
 
She had only known him for a week or two, but he'd protected her like she was his own little sister. He'd let himself get hacked to ribbons in order to give her time to get away.
Eli could no longer see the attackers, but she didn't dare go back to try and help him, even though he might still be alive. Then his sacrifice would have been for nothing. For a moment she thought she could see him trying to move, but it might have just been tears making her vision blurry.
But what would she have done if he was still alive? She certainly couldn't have moved him. The camp didn't have anything stronger than willow bark tea, and even if she knew how to stitch him up, she didn't have any thread, much less a needle. She couldn't have done anything to be helpful. Couldn't have saved him, or even lessened his pain.
But she could at least have held his hand and told him he was her hero. Anything so he wouldn't be alone.
She did the only thing she could. She opened her backpack and pulled out the hand-polished frying pan and waved it toward the valley for help. Then she went back into the woods to find her way back to either the camp or the fighters.
She stopped after five minutes to get her bearings.
For the first time, there was no one to protect her. Her physical and military training at the gymnasium had always been fairly hypothetical because there were always half a dozen armed guards around her. Now, suddenly, she was alone and close to enemy lines.
She could still hear voices and the occasional whine of arrows in flight, but she was not near enough to see them.
She wasn't even sure, at first, that the enemy knew she was there. They might have been aiming the arrows at someone else, unseen to her, or just practicing. Until a steel-tipped arrow split the bark of a pine tree ten feet away.
She took a minute to calm herself as much as possible, then held her breath and started to crawl away as silently as possible. She knew she had to get some distance, and hopefully some concealing undergrowth, between herself and the attackers. If they had actually seen her, she knew she'd already be dead, but they must've known she was in this general area, and they would be here to find her in moments.
Once she reached a big deadfall, crawling flat on her belly to stay hidden, she curled up around the roots of a fallen tree and burrowed into the leaves. She tried to smear her skin with mud to hide her scent in case they brought tracking dogs, but it hadn't rained in days. She could only hope the smell of molding, rotting leaves would be enough. And that it wouldn't make her sneeze in the process.
If they came into this copse of trees and located her, she'd fight to the death, but Renaldo hadn't trained a fool. Her first mission was to stay alive and hidden and wait until her protectors found her.




CHAPTER SEVENTY

"Hey, Maria?"
Sarah hated to interrupt her, but she had to know something.
Her guards were familiar enough to let her into the office, but Maria didn't look up from her work.
"Maria? I had an idea."
She held up one hand to ask her to wait, finished what she was writing, and then looked up at Sarah, obviously exhausted but trying to smile.
Something wasn't right.
"Hey, um..." Sarah hesitated. "Remember that time at home, we were in the woods and we heard about the kidnapper for the first time? Right after he took the first girl. Even though she was older than us, we sat in our fort in the woods behind my house and talked about how we'd get away."
Maria looked blankly at her for about ten seconds. It seemed like the longest ten seconds of Sarah's life, and she couldn't figure out why Maria wasn't immediately laughing about their dumb escape plan.
"Sure, of course. Myers Woods... Mayor Woods." She stopped for a second and shook her head. "Moore Woods!" 
Sarah cocked her head at that, like a confused poodle that had heard a high-pitched noise. It was just a small but pretty section of trees in their yard, unlike the famous and massive forest in Northern California. So Sarah’s dad called it "Mere Woods" as a joke. He thought it was so funny, he'd even had a sign made.
That's not Maria.
Sarah wasn't sure why it took so long to kick in, but now there was no ignoring the fact that there was something seriously wrong. All of the mistakes and violence and weirdness flashed in her head at once, and they all pointed to this one simple, fatal flaw.
Maria adored Sarah's dad. There was no way she'd forget his favorite dumb joke.
But was she a complete fraud? A doppelganger? Or was it her body with someone else controlling it? She had to find out.
◆◆◆
 
"When we arrived at the camp today, my very first thought was that you would have called this the most beautiful thing ever.
It was barely after sunrise, and the sky was a pink and purple swirl out of blackness. The trees looked like cobwebs, and the lack of city lights made the heavens look like an explosion of tiny fireworks. The mountains on the horizon hinted at spectacular vistas that I might never live to see.
I'm channeling you, obviously. I would never have thought those words without knowing you, learning from your poetry and love of the natural world.
We had traveled in windowless darkness, in stinky coaches full of regal but unwashed men, and people of every age and gender reeking of battle anxiety. The first thing I smelled when we left the coach was gardenias in bloom. And then the clarifying scent of raging water.
It would have been bliss for you.
The old you.
My you."
Sarah didn't know what else to say. And her Maria was gone, anyway.
She tore up the handwritten letter and fed each tiny piece into the fire, allowing them to burn to ash and disintegrate.
And then she went to bed, unwillingly preparing herself for the next day's battle.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, she couldn't stand it anymore. Sarah couldn't just ignorantly watch these people butcher some strangers, even if one of the people was her best friend.
She wasn't planning on leaving after they arrived at the lookout. She just wanted to sneak down and listen to the enemy’s plans. She knew there was a thicket above their camp where she might be able to hear them. If she heard that they were planning to murder them all in their sleep, or burn them alive in boiling oil, then she could support the fight with no regrets. But she suspected that wasn't their plan.
As she crept away, though, things went sideways quickly.
"Advisor! Madam Advisor!" a voice behind her shouted, and two men on horseback came charging after her.
In hindsight, they both knew her. She should have just stopped and explained what she was really, actually doing. Trying to help. Infiltrating. Working for the Queen.
But it didn't exactly work out that way...




CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

Eli was starting to panic at the memory of hiding in the woods the last time, forcing herself to remember that this time she had friends in the forest too.
Breathing deeply to stay calm, she waited for what felt like ten minutes after the crickets started chirping again. Surely that meant it was safe. But when she finally stood up, there was a large, ugly man standing quietly, waiting for her.
"Come on, you silly brat. The Queen will decide what to do with you." He was obviously annoyed, and Eli hoped his anger would work in her favor. When he waved her forward brusquely, she dropped into a defensive stance, like she was ready to fight.
"You think you're a fighter, little girl? Bring it on. Bring any tiny, sad, hopeless thing on."
Antagonized against her better judgment, she reached for her waist, grabbing where there would have been a weapon on any other day, and spun around, ready to fight.
Unfortunately, all she found was the little soft-cheese spreader left over from lunch – as flat and round as week-old bubble gum on a sidewalk.
In her defense, it was made of metal and had a wooden handle. If her attacker been made of brie, don't even question that his butt would have been kicked.
Sadly, he wasn't. He turned on Eli with a sword that was longer than she was tall.
"Don't be stupid, girl. Put down the... appetizer implement and surrender. This isn't your battle," he told her. "No one wants to hurt a kid, especially a girl. Don't make this complicated."
"I'm not sure..." she replied. "I don't trust you, and I don't know how to end this without being killed." She sucked in a half-controlled sob, with her knife hand shaking. "How can I trust you?"
He chuckled nastily and walked toward her. "Silly, stupid thing. You can't begin to trust me, but you have no choice. You'll be lucky if you survive my men. Or... maybe unlucky..." He chuckled again.
Eli pretended to sob into her hands as he approached, and then thrust upward and stuck the brie spreader into his left eye socket.
He dropped to his knees like a brick, hands clutched to his ruined eye, and then scrambled up and disappeared into the trees.
◆◆◆
 
Not two minutes later, Juliette and three of her men burst into the clearing. Juliette ran to Eli and grabbed her in a relieved hug.
"Where's Aleksavrin? Wasn't he with you?!"
Eli started to explain and show them the way back to Ogre, but Juliette pulled her away. "You're coming back with me." She sent two of the men after Ogre and called the third to return to camp with them.
"No, Jules, he saved me. We can wait another few minutes until they find him. Please?"
Juliette grudgingly agreed and sat down on a log to wait and inspect Eli carefully for injuries. But to their amazement, the two men came back a few minutes later with Ogre limping heavily between them. He was bloody and obviously in a lot of pain, but alive.
Eli darted up and hugged him, drawing out a groan of agony when she squeezed his ribs too tightly. But he hugged her carefully back with one arm.
◆◆◆
 
The captain was pacing worriedly in his tent when Juliette and Eli joined him – Juliette was immediately concerned.
"Still no word, Leonard?"
"None," the captain replied. He spun around on his heel and looked at them. Juliette already knew what was going on, obviously, but Eli had no idea. They didn't usually tell her the critical details of a plan – not because they didn't trust her, but because it was too dangerous for her own sake. She wasn't planning to ask, but the captain surprised her by revealing the problem.
"We have a spy in the Queen's compound," he explained to Eli. "But he hasn't come back for two days."
"Is that abnormal?” Eli asked. “It's pretty far away, right?"
"Even farther on those stumpy little legs," another guard near the doorway added with a noisy laugh.
"I'm hoping it's just because he's gotten a good contact on the inside. He usually hangs around the kitchen, since that's the best place to hear gossip, but he may have found a better resource. He doesn't have any way to send a message back, so we'll need to wait and see." It was obvious that the captain didn't enjoy waiting. "We have an arrangement that he'll return every Saturday, no matter what the situation, so we should know by tomorrow night."
"Does he come here to your office?"
The obnoxious guard laughed loudly again, but Eli wasn't sure why.
"No, he reports to Oswald."
"Sorry? The chicken? Er, rooster?"
"Yes, of course. Why would he report to me? He's a cat."
◆◆◆
 
"You didn't tell me there were other talking animals, chicken!"
Oswald looked at Eli like she was an idiot. Which, she thought to herself, was pretty much how he always looked at her.
"So you thought I was the only talking animal?" he asked archly. "Maybe I had a really good linguistics professor?"
Eli didn't think 'yes' was a smart answer.
He must've been getting soft because he took pity on her. "Even where I come from, the talking breeds are mostly extinct," he explained. "My mother could speak, but her mate couldn't. That usually creates mute offspring, which is why they're all dying out, but I was lucky."
"And the talking cat?"
"Which one?"
"Stop it."
He chuckled. "Our missing spy isn't from my homeland, actually, but he's not the only speaking cat in this battle. Speech is much more common in cats than in other species. Rhinos, too. No idea why that is."




CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

Sarah thought she had nearly made it. She was unsure whether the guards ahead would kill her or not, but she had almost made it to the enemy camp. Then an arrow whizzed past her head. From behind. And another.
So much for subtlety. Despite several attempts to hide, she had been caught by her own side. Her former side. And now she was running hell bent for leather, so she couldn't even pretend that she was sneaking out to do some last-minute spying.
Nice planning.
And she knew these guards were going to kill her. Not catch her and bring her back, or teach her a lesson. They were there to put an arrow in her heart and kill her.
Sarah wished she could yell "Help! Let me in!" to the guards around the old stone house where the enemy seemed to be camped just a hundred yards away, but they were just as likely to attack her.
As she was running and trying to decide on any possible plan to stay alive, even a bad one, she passed two women on horseback coming out of the woods. Not servants, but female soldiers. She passed them in a second, but they obviously absorbed the unfolding scene even faster.
Suddenly, without a sound, the two guards chasing Sarah dropped from their horses like a bag of rocks. An instant later, one of the women grabbed Sarah and tossed her over her horse's back like a rag doll and headed back to their camp.
◆◆◆
 
At first Sarah thought they'd left her alone, but there was a guard standing silently in the shadowy corner by the door.
Her two rescuers had carried her into their temporary settlement, which was built against a deserted old stone building, and handed her over to a pair of male guards without another word to her. Sarah was taken into the basement of the building, which seemed to be doing double duty as a cold cellar for their food and a makeshift jail.
She'd been waiting for the women to return, but so far, she'd heard nothing.
"Could I please speak to the women who brought me here?" she asked quietly. She couldn't tell if the guard didn't hear her – she couldn't even tell if the half-hidden figure was male or female – or was just ignoring her.
"I need their help. And I think I can help them... too. Hello?"
Nothing.
She settled in for a wait. It was a nice room, for a prison. Not as nice as Sarah's original room at the castle, but this was an actual prison, practically an actual dungeon. It had fresh blankets and clean floors, though. Reasonable light from high windows. She wished she could enjoy it, but if she didn't get someone to listen, it was going to be a bloodbath out there.
◆◆◆
 
Two women came back to see Sarah later that morning, and she was surprised by their age. One was the young girl that she had seen early that morning across the valley, the kid she had presumed might be the daughter of this army's deadly, feared sorceress-commander. The other one, the tall one who had saved Sarah and carried her away on her horse, was near her own age.
Sarah was fairly sure the young woman hadn't been planning to save her life at that moment in the woods, but that didn't change the fact that she was alive.
"So who are you? What's your story?" the tall one asked without introduction. She was young but obviously in a position of authority here.
She must have known, or suspected, the truth – Sarah obviously wasn't from their camp. If she was from the Queen's camp and being chased by her own guards with intent to kill, her inquisitor needed to know why. And if she was giving Sarah a chance to explain, she'd better do it well.
"I'm a friend of the Queen. Or, no, I'm a friend of Maria. Or I was until today..."
"Her men were trying to kill you, and they nearly succeeded. So it seems she's not the best of friends."
"It's not that simple," Sarah explained with a sigh.
That’s an understatement, she reminded herself.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

"So, are you the one that's supposed to be, like, some preordained magical leader or something?" Sarah asked the tall girl.
"Me?" Juliette asked, looking around.
"Yeah, there was supposed to be some mythical prophecy or something. I heard about it from the guards at the castle. You're obviously in charge here, so is it you?"
Juliette tried to cover a smile and pointed at Eli.
"No, they said she's supposed to be like, an amazing, bloodthirsty warrior woman. Not a..."
"You've got to be kidding," Eli groaned. "She knows the story too? Am I the ONLY one who doesn't know about the stupid prophecy?!" She crossed her arms and slumped against the wall in mock despair and real annoyance.
"Wait, is it really you? And you don't even know your own story? I can tell you everything they told me if you want. It's pretty cool. It starts with..."
"NO!!!" Eli and Juliette both yelped, tackling her and covering her mouth before she could say any more.
◆◆◆
 
After more discussion between the three girls, and a lot of suspicious looks, Eli and Juliette moved back toward the door to talk privately. Sarah thought they were going to leave her alone again, but she noticed the younger girl was staring at her strangely.
"Jules, remember when I told you that a girl saved me when I fell in the river?" she heard the younger one whisper.
"You don't think this is her?"
The younger girl nodded.
"You said she gave you a blanket or something. That's not really 'saving' you, Eli."
"No, but she pointed me away from the camp and gave me a chance to get away. I mean, she must have known I wasn't from the castle. She could have called the guards to at least check me out."
"Should have, you mean," the older one hissed. "If she had been loyal."
"Look, those men were shooting at her. She must have been... you know, defecting. Coming to join us..."
"Ok, for a military prodigy, you're an idiot," the older girl said with a sigh. "She's a spy. I'm going to get Leonard."
◆◆◆
 
"Do I know you?" the captive girl from the Queen's camp finally asked, after staring at Eli for a long time.
"Sure, you saved me at the river. Juliette says you just pointed me in the right direction, but—"
"No, besides that. I feel like I know your face..."
"That's unlikely."
"Are you an Outworlder, too?"
"Oh. Well, yeah. But we couldn't have met that way."
The prisoner nodded and soon went quiet again, and eventually Eli thought she had fallen asleep. Then her head snapped up.
"Oh wow," she suddenly hissed, staring.
"What? What?!"
"You're the girl from the posters. The girl that was kidnapped... You disappeared on the way to school."
Eli shook her head, confused and startled by the ugly reminder. "What— How can you even know about that?!"
"Well, it was all over the news, obviously. All over the country, I think. But we go to the same school. They made us all take a self-defense class the next week. I didn't recognize you with your hair so short." The prisoner seemed to realize she was babbling and took a breath. "Were you not really kidnapped? The police were looking everywhere, and your grandmother– They think you're dead. Have you been here the whole time?"
Eli sighed, crossing her arms over her chest and drawing up her shoulders in a subconscious shield against what had almost become a suppressed memory. "I wish. Yeah, the guy grabbed me on the way to school and locked me in his basement. When I managed to escape, we were in the middle of freakin' nowhere. I got lost and ended up here, trying to get home."
"Lost in the woods?"
"Yeah."
The prisoner nodded. "Yeah, me too."
"So you've been here alone all this time, too?" Eli asked, after they had introduced themselves.
"No, not alone. Maria came with me. I mean, we got separated in the woods, and I didn't know she was here until I ended up at the palace. But we both got lost together, and— What?" Eli was looking at her in shock.
"Maria? You mean the Queen?!"
"Yeah, Maria Robles. She goes to school with us too."
Eli sat on the floor and thought silently for a minute, trying to wrap her brain around that sentence. "This scheming, murderous Queen is a high school kid from Cordele, New York? That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard."
"She's my best friend," Sarah whispered, pulling her knees up into her arms. "I know it's crazy, but she's the sweetest person I've ever known. We've been best friends since we were in grade school."
Eli raised an eyebrow. "I'm sorry your best friend is a serial killer, Sarah."
Sarah laughed in spite of herself. "There has to be something else going on, though," she continued now that the mood was lightened. "She's been brainwashed or tricked or something. If I can figure out some way to rescue her, maybe I can find out what's wrong with her."
"Oh, so you think you're going to hijack the Queen from her own castle? Is that all?"
"That's the plan. You know, I actually saved you twice," Sarah replied, seemingly changing the subject.
"Twice?"
"That day at the river, you already know about. But this morning, we were sitting on the ridge with the Queen’s advance army, watching your group in the edge of the woods. We were waiting to attack you. I was the first one to see you, and I knew I should tell them you were there, but..."
"You couldn't do it?"
"I could've, if the stories they told me were true. They said there was a great, brutal warrior leading this huge army – that you were coming to destroy us and burn us all alive... They didn't tell me you were, what? Eleven?"
"I just turned twelve."
"Yeah, I know I'm way too young for this, so I can't even imagine how tough it is on you. Please help me get Maria and figure out what they're doing to her, and then maybe we can all just find a way home? Please?"




CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

"So she's an Outworlder too?" the taller girl asked quietly. She had come back into the cellar alone, but Sarah could hear others just outside.
"That's not the weirdest part. She says the Queen is also an Outworlder."
"Impossible."
"That's what I thought. But you told me she only took over about six months ago."
"So, some Outworlder girl stumbles into a foreign world and then immediately comes up here and assumes control? Without knowing anything about the land or the previous ruling family? That's ridiculous."
"It gets even more ridiculous, Jules. She wants us to help her rescue the Queen."
"No. No, that's not ridiculous. That's insane."
And yet Juliette and Eli went back out to get Leonard so they could include him in the conversation. This was a dramatic turn of events, and he needed to be involved in their next steps – whatever they might be.
Sarah watched from her isolated corner, as the small crowd returned to her dungeon, and she began pleading her case. Could they help her save Maria? Did they believe her?
"You know, she's not as dumb as the spider said," an unfamiliar voice remarked.
"Hey!" Sarah started to object, as Juliette turned around and spoke to a rooster, which was randomly perched on the stairs.
"Your spider in the castle knew this girl, Oswald?"
"He called her a blithering nincompoop. But she helped with his plan."
"Did she? What did he say about her relation to the Queen?"
"He said his wife quite liked her. Said she had moxie." He paused in thought for a moment. "Although, moxie is not as helpful as brains."
"I hate your rooster friend, Eli," Sarah grumbled.
"It's ok, we all hate him."
"Oswald! Stay on the topic, please,” Juliette snapped. “What did your spy say about the girl? And the Queen?"
"He never mentioned that the Queen was an Outworlder, so I don't think he knew that part, but his report did say that he suspected someone might be drugging her. Possibly even brainwashing her. He said she had rare moments of lucidity, especially after seeing this girl," he pointed with a wing, "where she seemed confused or frightened."
"So you think she's telling the truth?" Juliette asked.
"I have no personal opinion about the honesty of the simpleton, but her story does match my spiders' accounts. And she did conspire with my spy to discuss battle plans with the Queen in his presence."
"Now you're making me sound like a traitor. I was just trying to help Maria."
"You helped us too," Eli reassured her. "What do you say, Jules? Can we pretty-please go kidnap the Queen?" she asked with a hopeful grin.
"Eli, you're talking about this like it's a game," Juliette sighed. "Even if we wanted to stage a rescue, how would we even start?"
"She's only been gone for two or three hours," Eli urged hopefully. "And the two guards who tried to catch and kill her are both dead. We might be able to sneak her back into the castle, but as an actual spy this time."
"That's pretty risky." Juliette replied with a frown.
"She doesn't think anyone else saw her leave because she was already at the front when she made her break. And we can go back with her, and make sure it's all clear."
"You're making an awful lot of plans with her life..."
"No, it was my idea," Sarah insisted. "I already thought Maria was being brainwashed. If your spies say she was being drugged, then I believe it. And that means we have a chance of rescuing her. It means she's not a monster..." she whispered, acknowledging her greatest fear. "So I need to bring her back."
"I have to tell you, honestly, it sounds like a suicide mission," Juliette explained.
"I can say I got lost in the woods. Like Eli said, it's only been about two hours, and they're all busy with this big, important battle. They probably haven't even noticed I'm gone yet."
"Maybe."
"Yeah. Maybe," Sarah sighed, unconvinced by her own story.
Juliette sat and thought about it. She was inclined to refuse, but she also knew that refusal probably wouldn't work with Eli. The girl could be strong-willed, and if she was right, this could completely change the battle.
"It's not going to hurt anything if we just go back out to the front," Juliette agreed. "We can keep you hidden and see what's happening. If there's a hunt out for you, which seems likely, then our men will already know. But if it seems calm, we can re-assess and decide what to do next."
Sarah ran over and hugged Juliette, who looked annoyed at first but didn't push her away.
"Don't thank me yet. There are still a lot of cards in play."
◆◆◆
 
And so, they bundled up the fugitive Outworlder in squire's gear so she wouldn't be recognized if they were stopped, stuck her on a horse, and rode back out to the front.
They were calling it the front, but it wasn't like Germany in World War II. There weren't thousands of men in trenches, facing off on both sides – it was pretty much two groups watching each other across a shallow, ragged valley. Juliette's forces could see the enemy on the higher side, and they knew she was in the woods on the lower side. But apart from a few gruesome exceptions, where the Queen’s men came too close, it was still mostly a waiting game.
Once they arrived, Eli, Juliette, and disguised Sarah tried to shuffle around casually for a while instead of making a beeline straight for the captain's tent – who had returned separately – hoping that their reappearance wouldn't create a buzz.
After asking Leonard if anything had been heard about the enemy's recent actions, though, he had no choice but to redirect them to the General. He was the one controlling espionage, particularly by his animal spies, which would be the most useful in this case.
Eli expected the worst when Sarah met the rabbit, but apparently her previous experiences with the spiders and the world's most obnoxious rooster had obliterated her concept of weirdness. She explained the situation to the rabbit, as if he were no more odd than her organic chemistry teacher.
Juliette filled in a few details, and then the rabbit called in his operatives for a palaver and sent the girls away.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

"Our magpies have heard that they've begun looking for Sarah, but not in dismay or aggression,” the rabbit explained to Oswald and the girls. “The Queen is concerned that you may be lost or even hurt, but she has not called in her men, nor even sent an organized search party."
"So she could be reinserted without alarm?" Oswald asked.
"The idea is not without risk, of course. But it appears to be possible, if no more time is lost."
"We'll need to muddy you up and stick you out in the woods, so it will seem like you've been lost," Oswald suggested to Sarah. "And perhaps a limp?"
"After riding that horse back out here in these itchy men's pants, I feel like I'm walking with a limp already."
They returned Sarah’s normal clothes, giving her a chance to dress, and Eli took the time to smudge mud on her face and carefully tangle her hair with broken twigs. After some consideration, she cut a few small holes in her dress and ripped it convincingly. Sarah knew she must look like she'd just stumbled out of the woods for the first time, all those months ago, except without the snow and the stench.
"We'll take you partway, but then you'll be on your own," Juliette told her, fastening a dagger to the side of Sarah’s bodice, mostly hidden near her armpit. "Are you sure about this?"
"No, I'm scared to death. But I don't have a choice."
"Understood. General, can you send someone to escort us until we leave her, and then keep watch from a distance until she returns to the compound?"
"It would be an honor," he nodded to the bedraggled, brave girl.
◆◆◆
 
Eli and Juliette took Sarah through the woods to where they could see Maria's men on the hill above – and then Eli went a little farther with her, since it was easier for them to hide in the brush.
"We won't be able to stay nearby,” Eli reminded her quietly. “I mean, we won't be in earshot if this goes badly."
"I know..."
"We'll always be right across the valley, though. If you can send any of the spies out for us, we'll come get you," Eli said. "And your friend," she added, as a reminder to both of them that Maria was the real objective.
Sarah suddenly reached out and grabbed Eli's hand. When Eli tried to pull away, she gripped tighter, and her eyes were wide. She put a finger to her lips.
So she’s not as naïve as she seemed. Sarah had heard something Eli hadn’t and was gesturing behind them – scared but definitely not as helpless as Eli thought she'd be.
Eli nodded and they stepped silently backward, further into the shadows. It didn't escape her notice that they must look like a pair of lost children in a fairy tale, about to be eaten by the landlady of a sugar-laced gingerbread tenement.
Two of the hugest men Eli had ever seen walked within three feet of them, armed to the teeth and close enough to hear them breathe.
Sarah silently reached for her dagger, ready to fight if they were discovered, even though she had no reason to defend Eli. They kept eye contact, willing each other to be quiet and fearless.
Somehow, the men missed the girls, and suddenly they were alone again.
"You could have walked away. You could have called out to them and handed me over. They would have given you a reward."
Sarah smiled crookedly at Eli. "Don't forget that when I send the spiders back to get you, ok?"




CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

Maria noticed Sarah as she limped back into the camp, favoring her right leg. She stepped away from her discussion with Marcus with a shocked look. "What happened to you? You look awful!"
"I got lost in the woods, and then I slipped on a hill and slid all the way down," she complained. In her lingering worry about being caught, Sarah didn't have any trouble sounding pitiful, and the look on Maria's face said she must look as pathetic as she sounded.
"Let me call Doctor Tau for you. Did you hurt your leg again? She should check you over, just in case."
"There are injured men who need her skills more than me. I'll go change out of these ruined clothes and see if I'm hurt. I think I'm just scratched up and bruised."
Maria picked a few leaves out of Sarah's disheveled hair and nodded. "Take the carriage back to the compound, dear. I'll ask Marcus to find you a driver. And let me know if you change your mind about seeing Doctor Tau. We can't have my new Chief Advisor running around injured when the battle starts, can we?"
Marcus quickly found someone to drive Sarah home and bundled her into the carriage with as much concern as Maria had shown. He could be quite icy and brusque, and he certainly had no soft spot for Sarah, so she knew she must really look terrible. Had they overdone the effects? Probably not, she thought – they had just never seen her in anything but spotless gowns. They knew she wasn't a tough girl like Maria's other female warriors. She only hoped she had their level of strength and bravery on the inside.
"I'll be fine, Marcus, but thank you," she told him.
"Make sure she's safe," he told the driver. "And wait to see she's attended to before you return."
The carriage left for the castle, and Sarah finally had time to think about her predicament. She truly believed that Maria was being brainwashed or manipulated somehow, but that didn't help unless she could figure out who was doing it. And why. Her first suspect was Desert Flower, of course. The beautiful, brutal warrior and vizier had surely never been second to anyone before. She must yearn to rule the land that Maria currently had under her thumb. She clearly had the intelligence to do it, but her reign would be even more deadly than Maria's own.
Sarah’s only other guess was Marcus. She originally presumed it was the dead Lieutenant, but the Queen's odd behavior had continued past his death. Sarah didn't know the household rules, though. Would Marcus be allowed to get close enough to privately drug her? Spend time in isolation putting these crazy thoughts into her head? Perhaps. If he'd been manipulating her since she first arrived, there would be no problem with continuing.
But how would it be done? Hypnotism? Sarah didn't know enough about hypnotism, except stage performances where someone clucked like a chicken, to guess whether that would be possible. She thought there must be some kind of drug involved but had no way of guessing what kind. She wished she could go back in time and ask the old woman for advice, but she couldn't imagine how to say 'hypnotized' or 'zombified' in their silent, angry game of charades.
If she couldn't ask the old woman, maybe Doctor Tau would be able to help. She didn't dare take that risk until she ran out of other options. The doctor was protective of the Queen and would be offended if Sarah called her bonkers – and might even report her treasonous comments. Which... could not possibly end well.
The carriage arrived at the castle just as Sarah was deciding to investigate Desert Flower first. With her new access as Chief Advisor, maybe Sarah could inspect her room for drugs and listen to her private conversations. It would be risky, but if she was going to rescue Maria, she'd need to take every chance possible.
◆◆◆
 
Walking through the hallways of the Queen's wing of the compound that evening, after cleaning up and changing her clothes, Sarah reminded herself not to sneak. She was now in a position of authority, and she had every right to be in this corridor. In this corridor, surrounded by trained killers and a possible madwoman, her mind whispered. She was having trouble convincing herself to walk casually, but she knew that sneaking would just make her look guilty.
Be bold, girl.
She tapped on Maria's door but opened it before receiving a reply. Be bold. The Queen had returned from the front, and she and her vizier were talking over some documents on the settee. "Sarah! I trust you're feeling better?"
"Yes, thank you," she replied. "Just some bumps and bruises. The dress couldn't be salvaged, I'm afraid," she added with a laugh.
"That dress looked like it had been attacked by wolves! You're looking much better now. Desert Flower and I are just finishing– See you at dinner?"
Sarah left the pair to their review and walked toward Desert Flower's rooms, being careful not to slink. Since she knew the vizier was occupied, this would be the perfect time to look for evidence in her rooms. She rounded the corner and slipped through the unguarded door, hoping to find the "smoking gun" – whatever that might be. But she was stunned at what she saw.
Desert Flower's rooms were as spartan as a monk's cell. There was almost nothing in the room – no artwork on the walls, no rugs or non-essential furniture. She saw only a bed and a single chair, with a few pieces of clothing on a wooden rack. Sarah realized that she had fully expected to see a sinister laboratory of bubbling potions and smoking poisons. It took only a moment to realize that this wasn't the scene of the crime.
As she left quickly, Sarah thanked her lucky stars. Desert Flower turned the corner just as she was clear of the doorway.
"I thought Marcus's room was down here," Sarah explained, hoping to kill two birds with one stone. If Desert Flower wasn't the villain, then it must be Marcus. "Do you know where I can find him?"
"Marcus?" the vizier replied. "He's only the battle coordinator. Certainly a help to our cause, but he's not even allowed in this wing of the castle. He would never be permitted so close to the Queen's personal quarters."
Sarah was stunned for a moment, and out of ideas.
"He'll be at dinner, I believe, if you need to speak with him." Desert Flower entered her simple room and closed the door, leaving Sarah alone with her mind spinning.
She had hoped she wouldn't need to ask the doctor for help, but she was out of suspects.
◆◆◆
 
"Doctor Tau," Sarah called, entering the doctor's lab the next morning. "Could I speak with you? I have a question." She hoped she could phrase that question diplomatically, and she suspected her life might depend on it. She walked in on the doctor cooking up a concoction in her office.
"Sarah! Maria told me you fell. Did you want me to look at your leg?" She tried to force a smile while pushing the bubbling brew back on the desk – but not before Sarah recognized the smell.
She shuddered and held her nose as she choked at the stench while trying not to sneeze. That could only be Granan – she recognized it from the old woman's botany lessons. But she could see from the color that it was mixed with something else. Something bright blue. What would you add to such a powerful sedative, she wondered?
In her mind, Sarah saw the old woman waving her finger in whirlybird loops around her head. And it all suddenly became clear to her.
All this time, Maria had relied on Doctor Tau. Sarah had trusted her implicitly, had been saved by her more than once – and even when she thought someone was betraying them, she had never considered...
Sarah forced herself to smile and redirect the conversation from what she had planned to ask. "If you don't mind. I don't think it's badly hurt, but my leg does ache a little from the fall. I didn't want to mention it to the Queen..."
"Of course, we needn't worry her. Your stitches should be well-healed by now, so it's probably a superficial injury. Let me find an examination gown for you," she continued as she stepped into the next room.
Sarah edged over to the bubbling, stinky mixture, looking for any additional clues. No books called "How To Stupefy Your Friends" or "Hypnosis for Dummies" but there were tiny, attractive cordial glasses and a jar of honey. Enough to conceal the awful smell? Probably not, but perfect for disguising it as a bedtime tonic.
She backed away from the desk and sat down as Doctor Tau returned with the examination gown and gave her a moment to change out of her castle finery. Her scars from the nasty winter accident and ensuing infection were still reddish and ugly – and would probably always look that way – but the doctor pronounced them healed and uninjured by this recent tumble.
Sarah was reminded of how kind the doctor had been to her when she had arrived, nearly dead and penniless. She had been a friend and occasionally even co-conspirator, keeping her safe and sane until the Queen had taken Sarah under her wing. How could she be the one drugging Maria? What motive could she possibly have for manipulating a teenage girl into such malevolent and deadly behavior?
We might never find out, Sarah realized, because I’m getting the two of us out of here. She smiled at the doctor and thanked her again for taking the time to check her over, and then hurried back to her room to devise a plan.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

"Maria, I know you don't really remember me," Sarah whispered to her oldest friend when they were alone later, "but you need to believe me. The doctor is poisoning you. Drugging you."
Maria looked at her strangely, but Sarah wasn't sure if it was the drug haze or if she was just trying to remember why she hadn't let Desert Flower kill Sarah all those months ago.
The door opened behind her, and Doctor Tau walked in.
"Sarah, we're very happy that you're feeling better," Maria suddenly spoke in an odd tone. "Please retire to your quarters, and I'll meet you after the doctor and I have finished our discussion."
Sarah’s stomach leapt into her throat, but she had no choice but to leave them alone. They would probably compare notes and decide that she was too dangerous to tolerate – but since there was no other option at the moment, she returned to her room as ordered.
Maria came to her room an hour later. It was the first time she had ever ventured there, and she didn't bother knocking.
"I don't know you. I think you know that," she stated simply. "But I also can't think of any reason for such an odd lie. So while I appreciate your misguided concern, as my Chief Advisor, I’m confident in Doctor Tau and her care."
"We've known each other for years, Maria. And—"
"There's no point in repeating it," she interrupted coldly. "It means nothing.” Maria looked closely at Sarah’s face for another moment, then left her quarters without further comment.
◆◆◆
 
Sarah spent the next two days trying not to look over her shoulder. She had overplayed her hand, telling Maria that she was being drugged, and wondered how she could have been so stupid. She had really believed that she could get through to Maria this time, now that she knew the treacherous details.
She could only hope that her huge mistake wouldn’t put her back on the executioner’s block. After all, there was no one to save her this time.
Part of Sarah wanted to run away, back to the safety of her new allies across the valley, which was actually an option – but if she gave up now, Maria would be lost for good.
And so she waited and worried.
Every movement was a guard charging to grab her. Every sound was The Queen’s cruel voice, calling for her death. Every smell was a poisonous brew, bubbling and toxic, inches from her lips.
Sarah went to bed scared and woke up terrified. Another day unraveled slowly as she wished for a second chance to convince her best friend of the danger – and wished she could run from her in terror at the same time. She saw neither Maria nor Doctor Tau at breakfast, and she skipped lunch as her worrying grew deeper.
Even the spiders were missing. She stood in her room whispering pleas for them to come and help, wondering again if she’d completely lost her mind.
As she fell asleep that night, she promised herself that she would consider escape the next day. No rash decisions, but a serious contemplation on the pros and cons of saving her own skin. She dozed off with tears in her eyes at the thought of leaving her best friend – and at the thought that her best friend might be the one to end her life, if she didn’t.
◆◆◆
 
The sun was just rising the next morning when Sarah heard a tapping on the door. She opened it to find the young Queen slumped in the doorway, dark circles under her eyes, looking like she had been sick. She tried to walk into the room and stumbled into Sarah's arms.
"Hi Sarah," she mumbled, sliding to the floor.
Sarah knelt down next to her ailing friend, and must have looked really worried. Maria choked out a laugh. "I'm ok. I guess I shouldn't have faked drinking all of the doctor's medicine, though." She looked like she was going to faint, then shook it off. "Maybe I should have tapered off slowly instead, huh?"
Doctor Tau would have been drugging her for months, Sarah suddenly realized, so Maria must be having some kind of toxic withdrawal. None of them had thought of this possibility.
"But if I pass out on your lap, at least I'll know it's my best friend," she half-moaned half-laughed.
Sarah's heart leapt. "You... you remember me?"
"I remember sneaking off to play video games while our parents played poker, and we were supposed to be studying. I even remember your dad's silly ‘Mere Woods’ joke."
Sarah couldn't resist hugging her, even though she knew Maria felt awful.
Then she looked around until she finally found the spider hiding in a conveniently shadowed corner. "I think she's really ok. Go tell Juliette," Sarah whispered. He winked a handful of eyes at her and darted away.
"We have a rescue team ready to take you away. Do you think you can make it?"
Maria started to nod in agreement, and then puked into a potted plant.
"Ok, maybe not quite yet," Sarah agreed, stroking her hair.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT

Spiders travel fairly slowly, of course, and this was an emergency. So instead of leaving the compound, the spider hurried up to the library to find the cat.
"My feline friend, the task is nearly complete," he announced. "The Queen has recovered from her delusions and can now be extracted. Could you please alert the General?"
The cat, who was curled up in blankets on Sarah's reading chair, stretched luxuriously while he looked around for the tiny spider in the spacious library. "Yes indeed," he replied after spotting his comrade on the window curtain. "And he'll be happy to hear it. The situation at the front is becoming grave."
He meowed to his fluffy lady friend that he'd be back soon and they'd need to leave quickly. She purred back in the affirmative, planning their own exit strategy, and then the cat disappeared behind the bookshelves.
◆◆◆
 
The cat was preparing to make the trip back across the forest, as he'd done many times to report to Oswald and the General, when he spotted a carriage being loaded with provisions for the front. Being a clever cat, he waited for the preparations to be completed and then hopped onto the back of the carriage to hitch a ride. It was a little risky but would save him a few hours on foot.
The ride was bouncy and precarious, but that's where claws come in handy, and he arrived at the front no worse for wear. He was then able to make his way fairly quickly through the forest to the captain's tent at the stone house. Leonard jumped to his feet as the cat entered the tent cautiously.
"Desmond!" he exclaimed happily. "Thank goodness you're safe, you wily creature. The General has been at his wits' end with worry."
"Is he here? I have news from the Queen's compound."
"He's just left, but I'll go get Oswald. You can explain to him, and he'll know how to pass on your message."
The captain left the tent quickly, heading out into the fading light of evening to find the rooster, as Desmond made himself at home. Although Leonard didn't manage the animal spies, he always kept food and water available out of respect. Desmond took a quick drink of water, then hopped gracefully into a chair to wait.
The captain returned quickly with both Oswald and Juliette, who had been discussing the next day's plans in her tent. Oswald was uncharacteristically charming to the cat, knowing he'd been in harm's way for so long.
"You missed the last rendezvous, Desmond – we were quite concerned for your safety. Did you find a good resource?"
"Actually, the spider sent me," the cat replied with a glance toward the doorway.
Of course, the whole camp was considered secure, but Leonard stood up to close the makeshift doorway. When they had gathered back around the table, the cat explained that the spider had indicated that the Queen was no longer under duress – hypnosis or drug, or whatever it might be. She was able to be extracted, and time was of the essence.
Juliette nodded in agreement and began conferring with the captain about how they would make their way to the Queen's compound. Sending Sarah back to the enemy's camp had been risky, but it was a very short distance. The compound itself was much further away, and they couldn't just drive up in a strange carriage and knock on the door.
◆◆◆
 
Juliette, Eli, and the cat set out for the compound the next morning before sunrise. It would take much longer, but they had decided to take a circuitous route into the vicinity of the compound and stop at the deserted home of the deceased Duke and Duchess. It was far enough from the compound to reduce suspicion, and they might not be seen at all if they approached it from the rear. Juliette remembered that there was a carriage house where they could hide their transport, and then they could reach Sarah and the Queen through the woods.
A perfect plan? Not at all. But virtually everyone was at the front as tensions escalated and attacks increased, so they might get lucky. And they needed to hurry.
Eli changed into a drab but clean servant's dress as they rode around the countryside to the distant delivery entrance of the Duke's home. They drove quietly up the now-overgrown and rutted dirt driveway into the yard, and they quickly hid the carriage in the planned shelter.
The goal was for the three of them to cross the forest to the compound, and then Eli would enter alone as a servant. Juliette would follow after the way was clear, and Desmond would enter his own way. He would collect his lady cat, and they would return to the carriage right away.
The first part of the journey went as planned, and they weren't seen as they approached the compound on foot, through the woods. Eli crept toward the kitchen door alone, hoping for the best, and suddenly stumbled upon Sarah herself. Just as she was about to greet her new friend with surprise, two huge guards pushed past her and rushed toward Eli.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE

Sarah's face seemed as shocked as my own, but that didn't mean she wasn't fighting for the enemy.
I swore at her for being a traitor before they hit me. Suddenly, I was on the ground, being beaten and tied up by two enemy soldiers. I snarled at the girl and wished I had gotten at least one arrow in her lying skin instead of rescuing her – but she only looked startled, not victorious.
She stood still for a moment, then walked slowly up behind one of the men tying me up and awkwardly stabbed him in the neck with the dagger from her bodice.
Ok, well, she poked him with it. Same difference. It was enough to make him jump angrily to his feet and turn to face her, which was all I needed.
I headbutted the other guard – which, honestly, isn't as cool or painless as it looks in the movies – and rolled away as blood poured out of his nose and he collapsed.
And, gross, left blood and snot all over my face and neck. I tried to wipe in off with my sleeves, as I stood up to face the remaining guard – just in time to see Sarah drop the knife and back away into the trees.
The irate guard, blood oozing from the small puncture in his neck, didn't even see me and didn't notice when I picked up the fallen knife. I had just seconds to make a decision. Run for freedom or trust Sarah?
He never knew what hit him.
"Eli!" Sarah ran over to her young friend. "Are you ok? What are you doing here?"
"Leonard sent us to get you and Maria. He said you're ready to go?"
"Yeah, but..." she started. "I guess I thought he'd send... soldiers."
"He can't spare anyone else, Sarah. We're already outnumbered." Sarah looked worried, but Eli shook her out of it. "Juliette will get us out of here, trust me. Come on, let's get Maria."
With a little work, the pair managed to shove the two huge, unconscious guards down the hill, where they rolled out of sight. Then they walked inside through the pantry door – both trying to bravely behave like they belonged. Sarah showed Eli the way through the pantry to the kitchen, and into the main rooms of the house.
Two of the younger guards appeared in the opposite hallway, just making their normal rounds, but the sight of them jolted the girls into action.
Sarah snapped angrily, "Come along, Amelia! I don't know how you made such a mess of the linens and your dress, but your house matron will hear about this." She pulled Eli along and stomped angrily into the hallway toward her own room. The guards made themselves scarce in case the new Advisor needed someone else to blame.
Once they were safely shut in Sarah's room, she quickly helped Eli clean and straighten her dark grey servant’s dress and fix her tousled hair.
"You really think we can do this, Eli?" she asked, slumping onto her bed.
"Sure. The Queen's on our side, right?"
"Yes. Good point. She's on our side. She's still a little dizzy from the drugs, but she scares the guards half to death. No one would dare stop us. I think." She took a breath to make herself stop talking.
"Ok, then, are you ready?"
"No. But let's go."
◆◆◆
 
Eli and Sarah made their way across the compound to Maria's rooms without much trouble, not daring to talk but otherwise trying to act normal. Sarah gave a quick tap on the door, and opened it to find—
"Juliette?!"
Juliette and Maria were sitting on the settee, chatting like old friends. Sirius was snuggled between them, napping with his head on Maria's lap, apparently able to sense that she was back to normal.
"We wondered when you'd get here,” Juliette said with a smile. “No problems, Eli?"
"A few problems, but we handled them. How did you get in here?!"
"She waylaid one of the guards and let herself in with his keys," Maria explained, laughing. "We've just been looking over drawings of the house. Do you want to see the layout?"
They all crowded around the small table and started flipping through the drawings, but Juliette quietly added, "Actually, Maria was just starting to tell me how she got here."
Maria leaned back on the couch and snuggled the lazy dog on her lap. "That’s right. Well, I wouldn’t have survived without Sirius, that’s for sure" she told them. "He kept me warm during the night and chased away anyone or anything that got too close in the dark. And in the morning, he led me straight to a road, looking for help."
"The roads here are dangerous," Juliette told her, and Eli nodded in agreement. "Someone helped you?"
"A carriage stopped when they saw Sirius. I don’t think they would have helped me, but they offered us a free ride if he would protect them on the journey," Maria told Juliette. "This is after I spent ten minutes trying to explain cell phones and electricity," she added to Sarah and Eli.
"At least you didn’t lose your phone in the woods," Sarah replied with a laugh.
"We travelled on the same road for about a week. It wasn’t very fast, and there wasn’t much food, but the drivers told me they were headed for a large town. I thought I might be able to find help there." She was silent for a moment, thinking. "There were two other passengers, who had paid for the ride, and one of them was sick. Really sick. I remember when he coughed, it sounded like his chest would explode. By the time we got here, we were all sick."
Sarah remembered Fenton saying that Maria had barely survived the trip, and her eyes teared up at the thought.
"They stopped at the Duke’s house, because they’d heard there was a doctor. Doctor Tau took one look at me, shoved money into their hands, and sent them away."
"She bought you from them?" Eli gasped.
"Why am I not surprised?" Juliette sneered.
"I think it was more like a payoff, since I wouldn’t let them keep Sirius. She took me into the Duke’s house to care for me, and after that it’s just a blur of chicken soup, nasty medicine, and sleeping." She gave an uncomfortable shrug, and went back to the drawings on the table.
The four girls went back to reviewing the layout of the house from the old drawings, and discussing their escape options, until they finally decided to go back out through the kitchens.
"There are too many of us to walk out the front gate," Juliette reasoned, "We're less likely to be questioned if we go out the back."
"I don’t think anyone would stop the Queen, would they?" Eli asked.
"It depends on who else knew what Doctor Tau was doing," Maria sighed.
And so the whole party set off for freedom, or so they hoped. Maria picked up a few of her belongings, knowing she wouldn't be back, and called Sirius to lead the way beside her. She was still a little shaky, but not as sick as she'd been the day before. Juliette stayed near her, just in case.
She checked the hallway to make sure no one else was watching, and they made their way toward the parlors and sitting rooms. Toward the kitchens.
◆◆◆
 
"Does this seem like it's going too easily?" Eli whispered to Juliette. Her friend put her finger to her lips but nodded.
Juliette was supporting the woozy queen, so Sarah was leading them toward the back entrance. She hoped that the few friendships she had kindled among the staff would keep them alive until they got outside.
They were almost to the kitchen door leading to the pantry walkway. A quiet servant girl looked curiously at the Queen and her dog but didn't question them.
Sarah turned back to whisper that they were almost out and the door was just at the end of the pantry. They continued silently, but just when Eli thought they might succeed, she heard a rush of motion and struggling ahead. She heard a shocked gasp from Juliette, and then saw Sarah stumble.
Sarah clasped her hands toward her torso and turned to Eli. The handle of a short sword stuck impossibly from her belly, like a terrible joke. Her face held no pain, nothing but confusion.
In the anteroom by the exit door stood Doctor Tau, smiling with bitter happiness as she raised another, longer sword – this time preparing to kill Eli.
"SARAH!" The scream from the Queen was ear-shattering in the quiet kitchen. She grabbed the sword from Juliette's belt and charged ahead, illness forgotten – only rage, and her friend’s safety filling her mind.
Maria, after all the violence in her kingdom and rumors of her madness and bloodlust, had been a pawn. She had never killed or hurt anyone herself. She ended that now, stabbing the doctor in the chest, in her horror and dismay.
"It was all for you and your kingdom, my Queen," the doctor coughed. "You are the one who will stop the legend. If I die, a thousand more will come to kill the girl in my place. There will be no prophecy fulfilled in this land while we still..."
Juliette kicked the horrible woman in the chest, driving the sword deeper, and then yanked it out. The doctor collapsed in her own blood.
Juliette grabbed Sarah, tearing off her own sleeves to make a compress and leaving the dagger in place. Sarah was still in a shocked daze, but she was able to gesture for them to keep moving. Eli moved to help support Maria, while Juliette carried Sarah carefully out the door.
Even with all the discord, there were still no other guards outside the door, and the small, broken group crept as quietly as possible back toward the forest.




CHAPTER EIGHTY

The journey back toward the hidden carriage was very slow, since maneuvering Sarah through the woods was clumsy and sometimes painful. She wasn't heavy for Juliette, but adjusting her limbs to get around each tree, even semi-conscious, was clearly causing her wound to twist.
They couldn't walk out in the open, so they just went forward as slowly and cautiously as possible.
After only a dozen slow yards, a dark figure slipped out of the foliage into their path. Eli suppressed a groan and drew her knife, and Sirius prepared to spring – but the figure pulled back her hood without fear and approached the injured girl.
"Alicia told me there was trouble in the kitchen, and I came as quickly as I could," she explained to Juliette, with her concerned focused on Sarah. An instant later, Maria caught her eye, and the young warrior hesitated, unsure of her allegiance.
"Can you lead us, Brynja? We're trying to get Sarah back to safety in the other camp. There's a carriage waiting at the deserted house through these woods."
A woman of few words, Brynja nodded at the Queen, took Sarah's hand for a moment, and then darted ahead of them to lead the way. With Juliette carrying Sarah, they were all relieved to have a true fighter leading them again. If they ran into more trouble, they wouldn't be caught by surprise.
They continued on as quietly as possible until they heard another scuffle among the trees ahead. After a short bout of crashing between the trees, there was a murmur of voices, and Maria could see people coming back toward them, faster. She held her breath, hoping for the best but expecting sudden death.
She saw a huge, dangerous-looking man charging forward like a bull, and then Eli's happy cheer, "Ogre!!"
◆◆◆
 
"Sarah... Sarah, talk to me." Eli shook her shoulder gently, watching her face for the slightest movement.
Eli thought she was unconscious, but her eyelids fluttered for a second, then she looked up at her and said, "I saw you at school."
What? Eli touched her shoulder again softly, afraid she might hurt her even more.
"I had my books, but I forgot my lunch." She coughed out a laugh with a tiny burst of blood, then dozed off again.
Crap. Tears formed in Eli’s eyes, and her voice cracked. "Ok, you guys, we need to get her to a doctor. A real doctor. Can we get her out of here?"
"Out where, Eli?" Juliette asked with a frustrated sigh. "We've been looking for a portal for months. All we can do is take her back to the General."
"She just coughed up blood. No one at the house can handle internal injuries. We need to get her back to the real w... to our... To a hospital."
After an awkward moment, Ogre replied, "We can make a travois and try to move her faster."
"But we might take her to the western edge and find there's no egress," Juliette said. "The portal has been seen at random, but only rarely."
"I know that," Eli snarled quietly. "Do you have any better ideas?"
Looking down at the pretty teenager who so clearly didn't belong here, and certainly didn't deserve to die here, Ogre interrupted, "Let's get started on that travois. If we can't get her home, maybe we can at least save her life."
◆◆◆
 
Travelling became much smoother once they had the narrow makeshift stretcher to carry Sarah. It was still ungainly to fit between the trees, but they didn't need to twist her body. They reached the abandoned home of the Duke and found Ogre's horse tied up near the hidden carriage. Desmond and his mate were both horrified to see the state of their library friend but stayed out of the way until it was time to leave.
The travois wouldn't fit in the carriage, so Ogre and Juliette carefully eased Sarah onto one of the seats inside, and then tied it securely to the rear storage compartment. They knew they'd need it again soon. Brynja stayed behind to make sure they weren’t followed, and she planned to meet them later. Maria and Eli joined Sarah, Sirius, and the cats in the crowded coach, while Juliette checked the road outside – and then they left the same way they'd arrived.
Ogre led on his horse until they were well away from the house and safely back on the open road – and then stayed beside them. They couldn't ride as quickly back as they'd done on the first trip, for Sarah's sake, but they still made decent time. They could stay in the carriage as far as the front, but then would need to go the rest of the way to the captain's tent on foot.
They would need immediate help from Leonard, but Juliette knew the advice she really needed was from Tobias. Sarah might be stabilized here, but Eli was right – the only real hope of saving her life meant finding a portal. She didn't have much hope of that happening, to be honest, but if anyone could figure it out, it was Tobias.
Once they reached the front, they decided that Ogre would stay with Eli and Sarah, and Juliette and Maria would make the rest of the journey to the camp quickly to bring back the captain and any other people that might be able to help. Then they would continue on to Graedon Hall and hope they could find the cheerful old veteran, Tobias, hidden in one of the nearby villages.
◆◆◆
 
As they stepped out of the carriage, though, they were shocked to see Desert Flower rushing toward them, having spotted them from the enemy camp. They all gasped in horror as the deadly young warrior drew her sword and approached like a lioness stalking a gazelle. Their backs were to the carriage door, and there was no place left to run. They couldn't leave Sarah, and even Juliette knew their escape was over.
"My Queen, how can I assist?" the warrior asked quietly, dropping an artistic curtsey at Maria over her sword.
"Really?!" Maria replied, as stunned as the others. "Can… uh, can you go with Juliette and get us help? From the other camp?" Maria asked her.
"I'll do my best, my Queen" Desert Flower replied. "I don't know what sort of reception I'll receive, but I think I may know someone in their camp." Before she ran off with Juliette, she looked at Eli and blinked in surprise. "I thought you'd be older."
Then she was gone without another word.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE

Maria was able to stay with her best friend and comfort her, although she couldn't honestly tell if Sarah was even conscious. Juliette returned quicker than they expected, and she brought the captain and two of his men. Desert Flower returned too, and she was deep in conversation with another girl who looked enough like her to be her sister.
"Mirabella!" Eli yelped and ran to hug her friend.
"This is my cousin, Eli. We haven't seen each other in at least ten years." She introduced Desert Flower to the folks who didn't already know her, and they went to see if they could help Leonard.
The captain was already checking out Sarah and her injury. One of his men, who turned out to be a medic, agreed that stomach wounds of that kind were usually deadly, but not immediately. He didn't know of any way to heal it himself, but he freely admitted that he wasn't a surgeon. It was possible that someone with the proper training might save her. If she had survived this long, he theorized, then no critical organs had been punctured. She probably had at least a few hours.
Eli cringed, but Juliette seemed to take this as good news. "Leonard, can you get us to Tobias?"
"Tobias?" the captain questioned. "I don't know where he went when they cleared out the Big House. He should still be nearby, though. What do you need him for?"
"He was trying to find the way back for Eli. He's had plenty of spare time since the fighting started – and I'm sure he didn't stop looking. I wonder if he and his gatekeeper friend have found it yet."
"Do you think it's likely?"
"You know how stubborn he can be," she replied with a smile. "And it's Sarah's best hope for survival."
Leonard thought for a few moments, considering the options, and then agreed. "Let's not even go back to the camp. We'll take the carriage straight to Graedon Hall. Someone will know which village he's in."
"You're coming with us?"
"I can at least stay with you until you find Tobias, and make sure you all get there safely." He glanced at Eli protectively, reminding her again that he had become one of the weird believers. For the first time, though, she was happy to accept the stupid prophecy if it might save Sarah's life.
◆◆◆
 
They arrived at the Big House before sunset with the captain and his medic, who had introduced himself as Dasalo during the trip. Mirabella, Desert Flower, and Ogre had stayed behind with the other guard, but promised to follow in another carriage as soon as they could get away.
Leonard was lucky and caught one of the guards at Graedon Hall as they were changing shifts for the evening. Juliette asked if she knew in which of the surrounding villages they'd find Tobias, but she wasn't sure. Maggie was in Oaken Leaf, though, she told them, and she would know where to find Tobias.
The group thanked her and continued on to Oaken Leaf, which was nearby, knowing they'd still arrive after dark. While deciding where to start looking for Maggie – they couldn't go door-to-door – Eli happened to see a familiar shape hurrying away from the market.
"Bitsy?!" Eli called, suddenly.
"Miss Elizabeth!” yelled her former kitchen confidante, and there was another round of hugging and introductions.
Of course Bitsy knew where Maggie was staying, and in fact they were both staying with a widow who'd had an extra room for them. Wouldn't they come to the cottage and see her?
With Maggie there were more hugs, as well as a huge display of tears at seeing Eli. Tobias was staying in Oaken Leaf as well, she told them after drying her eyes, although she didn't see him very often. He was spending the time reading and studying, since he didn't have the Big House to look after. She supposed they'd need to go see him right away, considering the state of the injured young girl. She led the bunch away to yet another house, still chatting about everything that had happened.
And so they found their dear old friend Tobias in the home of the town apothecary, tucked away behind his shop. He was as pleased as mulberry punch, he told them, to see everyone – but understood right away that this was no time for catching up. He had indeed been studying and reading, and yes, Juliette, he had continued looking for the portal to take Eli home, in case it was needed. He hadn't found it yet, but had continued working with his friend, who seemed to know so much about it.
Could they meet this mysterious friend? Why, of course. He lived in the woods outside this very village – and although he rarely accepted guests, he could probably make time for them, considering the circumstances. And Tobias thought he'd be fascinated by meeting the Outworlders, especially considering his interest in the portals.
He sent the apothecary's young son to run out to his friend’s house and ask if they could be seen tonight – and then set about making Sarah as comfortable as possible in the small home behind the store. The apothecary and Dasalo the medic re-dressed her wound and gave her a tonic that improved her color right away. She was still fading in and out of consciousness but seemed more peaceful.
The boy returned and told them that the old man wouldn't see them until morning. Tobias knew better than to push his strange friend, who was a bit frail, and they settled in to wait until daybreak.
◆◆◆
 
"I don’t know how you can forgive me, Dez." Maria spoke quietly to her friend and confidante, after the others caught up in the village. She sat on the floor, holding Sarah’s motionless hand.
"You’re the only one who was ever kind to me, my Queen," Desert Flower replied. "After being stuck with Bellara and her abuse, for those years that we served the Duke and Duchess, I had forgotten how it felt to be treated like a person."
"Please stop calling me that, Dez. My name is Maria."
"Maria," she repeated with a smile. After a few minutes, she spoke again, "She drugged the Duke too, you know.”
"What?"
"They trusted her completely, and she’d been with them for years, as their personal physician. I think she was merely experimenting with the potion at first, just to see if she could control him, and then became obsessed with perfecting it. I didn’t know any of this at the time, but it seems so obvious now. The Duke went mad at the end – not cruel, but quickly and completely insane. And then they were all conveniently murdered. After that failure, she must’ve seen you as her ideal new puppet."
"I was a pretty good puppet."
"You were so kind when you first arrived, while you were so sick. We all thought it was strange when you became so cruel and bloodthirsty, but she convinced us that it was just a blood sickness from your illness, and you’d recover. She said she was treating you for it, and seeing an improvement. But I knew it had something to do with Bellara when you started talking like her. Dressing like her. You even started wearing her perfume. It was disturbing."
"After I secretly stopped drinking the potion, I could hear that she was trying to hypnotize or brainwash me. She would speak to me for hours in this low voice, and tell me all the things I should do – she must have been doing it for months in combination with the potion. Sarah thinks I absorbed her personality from those nightly suggestions, until I became more like Doctor Tau than myself. She said I called her ‘little one,’ like I was an old lady."
"That’s definitely odd."
"And I apparently forgot that I’m good at puzzles," Maria added with a laugh.
"Yes, you started to fall apart for a time," Desert Flower told her, smile fading. "When you started to succumb, I was afraid she was going to kill you too, just like the Duke and Duchess, and replace you with Sarah for another attempt."
"Wow, Dez. I didn’t…"
"I know, and I couldn’t even tell you. You wouldn’t have believed me, of course, in your altered state, but she’d also assigned that awful First Lieutenant to keep me away."
"I trusted him, too."
"As did I, in the beginning," Desert Flower admitted. "And for the record, he tried to kill me first, when he realized I was protecting you."




CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO

Just before daybreak, they set out across town to see the odd friend of Tobias, leaving the late-night arrivers to sleep a little longer. Eli presumed him to be the forest hermit that Juliette had previously described as the portal expert. But as they got closer, she realized that it was the house of none other than Mister Greenguild, the tin toymaker!
Of course she remembered that he was also the one who'd supplied homemade medicine for Pietro's sister, but she knew they weren't in the market for toys or healing elixirs that day. They needed to get Sarah back to safety and sanity and fully-staffed hospitals – and Eli was furiously trying to figure out a way to avoid going back with her.
Greenguild met them at the door with an excited look on his face. "Tobias! It's a wonder. You must see it!"
The two old men greeted each other briefly, but Greenguild then pulled his friend enthusiastically around toward the garden gate.
"It must be due to the Outworlders, Tobias. So many of them together, I can't think of another reason except mad coincidence. Come quickly."
"What is it, Tomson? Slow down and tell—" He stopped and stared as he reached the gate, shocked into silence.
Eli caught up to them, followed by Juliette and Maria, who were helping Sarah.
"Is that—?" Maria whispered.
"It is." Juliette knew, even though she'd never seen one up close. In the woods behind the garden hovered a gleaming greyish-white wisp of cloud. It didn't move or make a sound, it just hung in the air like the last patch of fog on a chilly morning. The air around it was electric.
"Tomson, do you know where it goes?"
"Forgive an old man, Tobias," he answered miserably. "I wasn't brave enough to look."
Juliette took the young medic's hand and walked forward slowly. Dasalo tried very hard not to run away and succeeded in simply dragging his feet as she pulled him along.
"You make sure I don't fall through," she told him severely when they were within reach of the cloud. The portal. He sighed with relief and promised her that he would. They gripped hands tightly, and then Juliette took a deep breath and leaned her torso forward into the cloud, disappearing from view. Eli knew she would never have been brave enough to do that, and wondered again how anyone could mistake her for a leader.
A few moments later, Juliette leaned back, and slumped against Dasalo.
"It's a town," she told them, breathing heavily. "Ugly, like the Queen's compound, but not in wilderness. It looked deserted, but maybe they just sleep late in your world?" Juliette tried to joke, but actually looked a little ill. "You were right Tobias, the air stinks. I had to hold my breath as if I was swimming, and it burned my eyes."
"We should go, then," Maria mumbled nervously. "If it's not in the wilderness," she managed to say louder, "then they'll have a hospital." Sarah had stopped coughing up blood, but she still needed immediate medical attention. "Do we need to do anything else, sir? Or just... go?"
Mister Greenguild waved his arm, guiding her like a centenarian flight attendant. "Go safely, brave girl. There is no other requirement except courage."
Juliette helped Sarah to the portal and carefully placed her in Maria's arms – and the young Queen carried her best friend across the border, with Sirius dancing around her feet. She turned back to wave thanks and goodbye, and they were gone.
Eli watched them go, secretly wishing for the portal to mysteriously disappear again.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE

"Eli?"
She turned her back to face them all and started to walk away from the cloud, but Juliette pulled her to the edge of the garden.
"You need to go back, Eli. It's not time yet, and it's too dangerous for you here. That doctor could've killed you, and she was right about there being thousands of others to take her place."
"But I could stay here instead, Jules. Go live with some family. Have a family. And friends..." Eli forced herself to ask for help, maybe for the first time in her life. "You could watch over me."
"If you stay here, they'll kill you," her best friend replied simply. "I'm so sorry. I know you could find a better life here. Parents and friends. But how long would it last? A week? A month at most, before they tortured and murdered you and left bits of you all over the kingdom. As grisly reminders until you were eaten by vultures."
"I... wow. Juliette, that was... gross."
"It was accurate. You know I'll always be with you, but I'm afraid it's true. You came at the wrong time." She turned and looked back toward the portal.
"That doesn't make sense. Nobody stumbles into this place accidentally."
"Then maybe you were sent to see us so you'll remember to come back when you're older. I have no way of knowing."
"I'll be all alone, Juliette."
Then Eli knew why she wouldn't look at her, because she could hear that her friend was crying.
Juliette was trying to be strong, but honestly, she was practically a kid herself – barely older than Sarah – not so much older than Eli.
"So you don't think they'll come for me over there? Really?" Eli asked sarcastically, but hoping Juliette would say no. That it was impossible. "You think they won't track me down in my own home, now that they know who I am?"
Nothing.
Crap.
"Oh no," Eli whispered, as the truth dawned on her. "No, they're really going to come across to find me? No, Jules, I can't—"
Juliette tried to look brave and supportive, and failed miserably. "We're going to fight them here, Eli. And we'll keep them from—"
"No! No, if they can cross the same way we're crossing right here? You can't make me fight them alone. I can't keep them from killing my grandmother, Juliette. And my friends, my teachers." She might not have a lot of friends, but Eli had people she loved, and it looked like they were likely to face a massacre.
"If they cross, we'll follow them," she whispered.
"It sounds like if they cross, you'll all be dead. And so will we."
"You really don't need to worry about that, my dear."
Eli and Juliette were shaken out of their conversation by Mister Greenguild.
"What?" Juliette asked.
"I said, you don't need to worry about being followed home by legions of non-believers who want to kill you to stop the prophecy. My dear."
"Why not? Do you have a way to stop them from using the portals, Mister Greenguild?" Eli asked hopefully.
"No, it's because your journey ends here. My dear."
Their expectant smiles faded as the old "magic man" grabbed Eli by her cropped hair and forced a knife to her throat. "Doctor Tau was always our weakest link, but her heart was in the right place. She took a stab at it, eh?" He laughed loudly at his own bad joke. "She never cared about money or power, the poor fool. She only wanted to form a lasting sect here in Vrana, to watch for your arrival. For centuries if needed.” He shook his head, with a condescending sneer. “But I'll make sure the prophecy ends here. You'll never grow up to be the foretold leader."
Juliette edged around to grab him, but he was spryer than he had pretended. "Not that way, I'm afraid," he mocked, dodging away. "Oh, and did I mention that there are always more of us?"
The helpful young medic pulled a knife from his jacket and shrugged apologetically.
"You too?" Juliette snarled.
"I'm not even the only one working for Leonard," Dasalo replied. "But we never really thought it would come to this day."
"You don't have to do this."
"You misunderstand. I never thought in a million years that I'd be called to act on these teachings of my father – but I'm proud to be the one. They'll write songs about—"
Eli took that opportunity to slam her foot back into Greenguild's kneecap and pull away as he collapsed with a yelp. The way back to the village was blocked, so she took off stumbling toward the deeper forest, with Juliette running faster beside her.
The medic shouted in a rage and threw his huge knife at her back, aiming to kill her at any cost. Eli heard the whistling blade, and then silence.
The knife flipped gracefully through the air where Eli had been running a moment earlier, before Juliette shoved her headlong through the portal.




EPILOGUE

Elizabeth Coventry
Maria took Sarah to the grocery store in that small town, which was the only place open at that hour of the morning. The manager freaked out when he saw how badly injured she was, and even more when he realized that they were two of the missing girls, presumed kidnapped and probably murdered, from the nearby town of Cordele.
He carried Sarah out to his car and drove them both the emergency room at a ridiculous speed, not even bothering to call his wife – which she complained about later on the nightly news.
When I arrived half an hour later, the excitement had already died down – for the moment – and I had to borrow a cell phone to call my grandmother. She didn't believe it was me at first and yelled at me for making such a horrible joke about her poor dead granddaughter, but I eventually convinced her. A police car parked next to me less than three minutes later, and very nice young female officer gave me a ride home – but not without hugging me first and choking back tears every time she looked at me in the rear view mirror.
From there it was just a circus. Police and news crews and doctors, and I had to stay in the hospital overnight for a thousand tests. We even met Oprah.
When we finally got back to my grandmother's apartment, and she finished stuffing me full of every food I'd ever liked, I wanted nothing more than to sleep. As I was pulling the bin of towels out from under the bed, though, planning to take a hot shower for the first time in what seemed like centuries, I'd swear I saw a face in the window. It was only a moment of recognition, not even long enough to be sure I hadn't imagined it.
I ran to the window to look, but there was no one outside. But I would have sworn the face had yellow skin, a thatch of cobalt blue hair, and winked at me.
◆◆◆
 
Sarah Lakshmi-Matthews
That was the end of it all. Or so we all thought.
Eli and I never did become friends, despite our shared... adventure. I owed her my life, and I think that made her uncomfortable. We waved hello in school, without speaking, if we ever saw each other – which was pretty rare, considering our age difference. It was only when local news teams occasionally turned up to discuss our mutual disappearance that we spent more than thirty seconds together.
That stopped a few weeks after I got out of the hospital, when they caught the guy who grabbed Eli and the other girls. Then the next kidnapping subject in the national news was found alive in Maine, and – bonus – she was richer and much cuter than either of us. Thank goodness for small favors.
The news crews showed up in Cordele on the six month and one-year anniversaries of our return, but they mostly focused on our parents. Maria and I had already graduated, and none of us had been very good interview subjects in the past. It's not like we could tell them where we'd actually been, or how we'd survived the winter.
I might have never seen Eli again, except that I got a strange letter in the campus mail, but not delivered by the post office, just after Maria and I entered college.
The envelope was embossed from the High Court of Queen Juliette, Her Royal Highness, and the seal was stamped in wax with the symbol of a chicken.






Afterword

Thank you so much for purchasing and reading Coventry Cursed. I’m extremely grateful and hope you enjoyed it. Your feedback and support are always appreciated, and allow me to continue Eli’s journey.
Please consider leaving a review online at Amazon,  on Goodreads, or with your favorite bookseller.
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