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      On the edge of the Dark Forest, a man stood in a place where humans were rarely seen, the collar of his trench coat partially obscuring his face. He lowered his pointy chin when he heard the ancient wizard hobble through the trees, cursing as he progressed. A noxious vine slipped across the leaf-strewn grounds, seeking to wrap itself around the wizard’s knobby ankles.

      “Don’t even think about it,” the wizard threatened, pointing a wand just as knobby as his ankles at the vine and talking to it as if it were a person.

      The vine froze a few inches off the ground and dropped back as it slid away.

      “Why on fucking Oriceran did we have to meet out here? You couldn’t come into Virgo?” the wizard grumbled to the human standing in the dark of a cluster of trees.

      “I think you know the answer to those questions,” the man replied. He was much taller than the wizard. Leaner, too. His chiseled jaw constantly worked back and forth as he plotted. Phillip was more plainly dressed than the wizard, wearing a coat over his suit.

      “I make most of my patrons come to my shop, so you’d better keep your word about paying double for this potion,” Charmsgood muttered, feeling around in his shimmering blue robe for something. “I wouldn’t have even gone to the trouble to meet you here if I didn’t think something needed to be done about the forest on your end.” He nodded into the dark vegetation, pointing in the direction of the far side of the Dark Forest that bordered the Land of Terran.

      Impatient and worried someone would spot the exchange, Phillip, Duke of Terran, snapped at the wizard, who was still fumbling around in his robes. “The emperor agrees; that’s why we’ve sunk this low.”

      Pausing in his search, the old wizard brought his lavender eyes up and stared at the human before him. The color of his eyes matched the ring on his finger, which held a round lavender amethyst. “Sunk so low that you’re relying on help from a wizard? Is that what you mean? I have half a mind to turn around right now and not give you this.” He pulled a cloudy bottle filled with crimson liquid from an inside pocket of his robe.

      Phillip sighed, not at all worried. “You only have half a mind,” he told him, tugging the bottle out of the wizard’s hand. “You’re sure this will restore the plants and trees, right?”

      Narrowing his eyes at the human, Charmsgood bit down on the urge to cast a spell on him—only because it would create quite the quarrel between the wizarding community and humans if he did. And this was the emperor’s brother, which would make it worse. “Give me the money,” he demanded, extending his hand to the man, palm up.

      “Yes, you do need it badly, don’t you? Poor wizards. You can create spells and potions, but you can’t create money. Such a sad species.” Phillip shook his head and clicked his tongue. “Now, answer my question. How does the potion work?”

      Charmsgood squeezed his wand in his hand, fighting the urge that was seeking to overpower his usually calm nature. It would be for the best if I deposited the wand into the safety of my pocket. “Yes, fine,” he sputtered out, slipping his wand into his robes. “It will restore dying plants and trees. A single drop is all it takes.”

      Something swooped through the trees above them. Charmsgood looked up, but saw nothing in the dark canopy overhead. They were standing in a more fertile part of the forest, where the trees grew tall despite the nearby Light Elves’ Castle hanging high in the sky, which sometimes obscured the light. The health of this part of the forest came from energy that emanated from the nearby kingdom of Virgo, where the resident witches and wizards regularly spilled bits of their magic.

      “This had better work,” Phillip said, slipping the bottle into the pocket of his brown trench coat.

      Humans wore a lot of brown, which was the color of dirt. Why would anyone want to wear dirt? Charmsgood wondered.

      “Why don’t you and your lot stop sucking so much of the elemental magic from the plants and rocks in the Dark Forest? That would relieve the problem of killing off the forest, which is your source of magic,” Charmsgood said.

      Phillip, like most humans, was resistant to constructive feedback, so he answered with a sneer. “We don’t use dirty demonic magic like you wizards and witches. Your jealousy shows, as it should.”

      Another swish overhead made Charmsgood look up again. The Dark Forest was never safe, but at night it was especially dangerous because of its hungry magical creatures. “Tell yourself what you like” he said, returning his nervous eyes to Phillip. “Just pay up.” He snapped his withered fingers at the other man, extending his palm again.

      A twisted smile was visible on Phillip’s thin lips in the ambient light. “I have no intention of paying you. Actually, I can’t afford for you to return to Virgo and tell someone I relied on you for help.” He turned his gaze upward, listening to the sudden beating of wings overhead. Stepping back several feet, Phillip watched calmly as Charmsgood’s gaze frantically searched the canopy of trees.

      He fumbled for the wand in his robe, his large ring catching on the garment. Clawed feet were the first thing he saw and he froze, heart beating rapidly. This had all been a set-up. The harpy dove feet-first, its hungry eyes targeted on the wizard, wide wings beating wind at his face. The monster’s face was pointed and ugly, and it had the body of a woman covered partially in feathers.

      He grasped the wand just as the beast screeched—a sound so piercing it rang in his ears and vibrated his teeth. He pulled the wand from his robe when the harpy swooped down. Its talons pierced Charmsgood’s shoulders, lifting him off the ground, and the wand tumbled to the forest floor far beneath him. Charmsgood tried to cry out, but the searing pain in his shoulders from the sharp claws robbed him of breath. His last vision was of Phillip staring casually up at him as the harpy carried him away, no doubt to devour his body.
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      Azure and Monet could be found in the high tower in the House of Enchanted most days. Although adults, they still played games in the small room as they had done since childhood. Some people never grow up. The young wizard always complained that it was too stuffy in the sunny room, but then grumbled it was too cold on the grassy lawn outside the estate.

      “You’re such a baby,” Azure remarked to her friend, who had thrown off his robes and was fanning himself with the six playing cards in his hand.

      “And you’re such a bitch… Oops, I meant witch,” he shot back, winking at her.

      She didn’t return the wink as she picked up a card from the deck. Elements was their favorite game, best played in a large room where there was space enough to dodge the penalties. However, all the other rooms in the House of Enchanted always seemed to be occupied by some witch passing through, or council meetings, or other clan business. The House had been extra full lately since witches and wizards had traveled there from all over the kingdom of Virgo for the upcoming coronation. Some would lodge in the House, although usually it was occupied fulltime only by Azure, her mother, who was the current queen, and her grandmother, the queen mother.

      After a moment of deliberation Azure discarded the Three of Wands. Monet flashed her a devilish grin, his light-green eyes sparkling. He’d always been full of mischief. People said it was because he had been born during a meteor shower.

      “You’ve made it another round, but I fear your pretty white dress and blue hair won’t stay dry for long,” he said, pulling from the deck. A second later his face broke into an expression of shock and he covered his head with his arms just before a flood of water fell from the ceiling, as if it had been dumped from a bucket, drenching him.

      Azure broke into an easy laugh, pulling her long gown up off the wooden floor where the water was puddling. Pulling her wand from her bluish-gray hair, which had been pinned into a bun at the back of her head, she flicked it at the water. It evaporated immediately.

      “See where talking shit gets you?” she asked, looking interested in his answer.

      Monet slapped the card, on which a shower of water could be seen, down on the discard stack. He tossed the other cards he’d been carefully constructing into the right combinations onto the table.

      That was the thing about the card game Elements. A player would spend a great deal of effort trying to arrange a hand that would win, but pull one penalty card and the whole hand was ruined. Literally ruined. They’d been through hundreds of decks of cards since they’d started playing the game as kids several decades ago.

      “Oh, just you wait! You’re going to get the fire penalty and then watch who’s laughing when your cards burst into flames,” Monet said.

      Azure dealt Monet a new hand just as a loud eruption of voices echoed up from one of the bottom floors. Virgoans were so damn loud when they got together.

      “Are you nervous?” Monet asked over his cards.

      Azure bit her bottom lip and shook her head, keeping her eyes lowered.

      “You’ve never been able to lie to me, so don’t even try,” he warned.

      She dropped the pretense and pressed her cards against her chest as she leaned forward. “Wouldn’t you be, if you were me?”

      Monet blew out a long breath and nodded. “Fuck, yeah! There would be no sleeping potion that could help me rest. I’d chew my nails until my fingers were bloody bits. Hell, I’d run so far away from Virgo that no one could ever find me.”

      “You’re not helping,” Azure stated, suddenly feeling cold as a shiver ran over her skin. She pulled the shawl attached to her white satin dress over her arms, which were now covered in goosebumps. It was a new dress, and like everything the witches of Virgo wore, it was finely made with a large bell-shaped skirt and intricate needle work.

      “You were born to be queen,” Monet declared, hesitating as he took another card. He sighed with relief once it was in his hand—not a penalty card.

      “Thanks,” Azure muttered, peeling a card off the deck. The Six of Potions.

      “No,” he said with a laugh. “I mean, you were literally born to be queen. You’ve been preparing for this your whole life, and everyone is looking to you to lead our kingdom. What if you fuck it all up and we waste away because humans from Terran poison our wells? Or what if…”

      “Shut up, Monet, or my first order as Queen will be to banish you to the uncharted parts of the Dark Forest,” she said.

      Monet shrugged. “You can do better than that. Sentence me to something ghastly like collecting ogre toenails or having evening chats with your gran. And besides, I’m kind of intrigued by the Dark Forest. I don’t see why everyone is so scared of it. Bunch of fraidy cats.”

      A hiss sang from the windowsill where a black and white cat sat staring at the pair.

      “Oh, Finswick, you know I didn’t mean any offense. You’re braver than a whole gaggle of wizards,” Monet said over his shoulder to the feline, whose green eyes were narrowed at him.

      “I am going to order you to not offend on the day of the full moons!” Azure exclaimed.

      “Just sentence me to death, why don’t you?” He set down his cards, popping a finger into the air like he’d just remembered something. From his breast pocket, he withdrew a small amethyst in the shape of a teardrop. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I wanted to get your take. What do you think about having my soul stone fashioned into a bracelet?” He positioned the stone over his wrist, closing one eye, trying to imagine it.

      “I think you should put it into a choker,” Azure offered with a laugh.

      “Jokes aside, I need to figure out what to do with it. I was thinking that having it set into a braided leather wristband would be neat,” Monet said.

      Azure regarded Monet’s soul stone with an edge of longing. She didn’t have hers yet, and wondered what shape it would be. Maybe a teardrop like Monet’s, or heart-shaped like her gran’s.

      “You’re worried about coughing it up, aren’t you?” teased Monet. “Maybe you’ll be the first witch to choke on a soul stone.” He clutched his throat, pretending not to breathe.

      Azure made a face at him. “I’ll worry about it when my magic is at full strength.”

      “That’s almost here.”

      “My mother has said more than once—”

      “It’s a source of power and rejuvenation.” Monet finished her sentence, laughing.

      “Okay, it just seems strange to me to vomit up anything, much less a stone that will be a source of power for me. But then we lose our baby teeth, don’t we? Part of the process of maturing, I suppose.”

      “Nature is weird,” Monet agreed.

      “You don’t have to wear it. Some Virgoans don’t. My mother, for instance,” Azure said.

      Monet waved her off. “Of course I need to wear it. And everyone knows it’s best to keep the power of the soul stone nearby.”

      “Or maybe it’s better to keep it hidden so it can’t be stolen. Remember those humans from Terran who supposedly stole a bunch of soul stones from our clan?”

      “It’s good to hear you thinking like a queen,” a voice said from the door.

      Monet and Azure turned to find a woman in a green dress with long, billowing sleeves standing at the entrance. The chiffon matched the woman’s emerald-green hair, which was braided down her back. Feathers lined the collar of the dress, which, like Azure’s, was too edgy to be classified as truly Victorian. The dress was like most things in the House of Enchanted—elaborate and full of detail.

      “Hello, Mother,” Azure said, staying seated as Monet quickly stood up.

      He bowed slightly to the queen. “Hello, Queen Emeri. I didn’t realize you had mastered the anti-aging spell. You look a hundred years younger than the last time I saw you.”

      Not at all impressed, the queen pursed her lips. “That would have been yesterday, since you’ve apparently decided you’d rather hang around here than make yourself a valued member of the clan.”

      It wasn’t that Monet’s charm didn’t work on the queen. She just loved to give him the impression that it didn’t.

      “I’m thinking of asking Charmsgood if I can work in his shop, actually. Learn potions from the very best,” Monet offered.

      “Well, you’ll have to find him first,” Queen Emeri said. “It appears he’s gone missing, but he might just be off in the mountains or at the ocean scavenging for potion ingredients.”

      The kingdom of Virgo was large; thousands of witches and wizards inhabited it with room to spare. Still, not all of the ingredients for potions could be found in their immediate area, which was a landscape of rolling grassy hills and trees. Of the many places to live on the planet of Oriceran, the witches and wizards thought Virgo was the best. Azure herself was certain of it, even if her opinion was based on limited experience, since she’d never actually left Virgo.

      Maybe one day she’d travel the world. But for now she had to focus on Virgo. Azure was going to have to lead her people soon. A lump rose in her throat; she hoped it was her soul stone waiting to be dislodged, but knew it was actually nerves.
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      Behind a closed set of double doors, the ambassadors from many of the surrounding lands sat around a table. Usually the House of Enchanted didn’t host people from outside their borders, especially humans from the Land of Terran. However, it wasn’t every year or even every hundred years that a new witch became queen. The Virgo clan was strong, and contributed to the well-being of many of their neighbors. The Light Elves and the Gnomes, for example, looked to them for their expertise using herbs and applications of practical magic. For this reason, the coronation was drawing interest from many on Oriceran.

      “She’s still so young. Why does Azure need to become queen now?” The ambassador for the Crystals leaned forward from his place on the far side of the room so he could see the head of the table. His frosted breath hung in the air, especially noticeable in the firelight illuminating the large room. His hair was a shimmering silver, worked into multiple braids and pulled back into a thick ponytail.

      “Why my daughter shall ascend and take my crown isn’t your concern. I have ruled the Virgoans for several hundred years, and now it’s time I step down,” Queen Emeri told them, her voice growing hoarse.

      The queen spotted the reflective eyes of a creature sitting on the cupboard just behind the ambassador. She stood, pushing her chair out. The others in the room stood as well, in a show of respect.

      “Excuse me.” Queen Emeri swept from the room, her long green dress brushing the floor. She paused at the tall door and turned to gaze at the animal still perched on the cupboard against the far wall. The cat jumped down and strolled across the space, looking up at her with a casual expression. She opened the door and let the feline exit first, following close behind and pulling the door shut from the corridor.

      She turned to find exactly the person she’d expected. “Mother, you sent your spy.” The queen pointed at the unassuming orange tabby.

      The ancient witch wore a bright blue evening robe, although it was daytime. A clip with a lavender amethyst that matched her hair was tucked into her short bob. “I did,” she admitted at once with a sparkle in her eyes and a smile. “How else will I know what happened? You won’t tell me.”

      The queen sighed. “Mother, you were once queen. You know I can’t tell you everything. The privacy of council meetings applies to everyone.”

      “What I know is that if I hear about what’s going on, then I sleep better at night. You wouldn’t want an old woman fretting over these things, would you?” The smile grew on her face.

      “Don’t pull that bullshit,” Emeri said, pushing the cat away. He was still pawing at the door to the council room. The damn felines didn’t work for anyone, or belong to anyone either, but once they agreed to take on a task then they stayed on it. Stubborn creatures.

      “Sometimes I think you’re trying to kill me with all the secrets you attempt to keep,” the Queen Mother said.

      “We know you’re going to outlive us all. And you already know more than you should,” the queen said.

      “I don’t know what you plan to do about Azure’s soul stone.”

      “There’s nothing to do until the damn thing is dislodged. And I know what you’re thinking, but we have no idea what it will look like. It could be fine, but if it isn’t then she’ll just keep hers hidden, like I do mine.” The queen was defiant, determined not to show any worry or what was worse with her mother, weakness.

      “It’s cute as a troll how you pretend yours is hidden. I might be a batty old fart who you keep in the dark, but I’ve got my ways of knowing the truths you hide from me,” Sari said. “I’m exactly twice your age, as you are twice Azure’s. Stepping down is becoming a tradition, even if my reasons were different. Being the queen isn’t everything. Yes, even I believe that, and greener pastures were calling to me. Besides, once the king was dead…” Her voice trailed off. It was her most tender place.

      But just as quickly her demeanor changed and she stiffened her spine. Emeri was used to the transformation. Her mother had taught her how to reign effectively, but any parenting skills Emeri possessed she had picked up on her own.

      “You were my heir, and turning over the crown to you made sense at the time. If you are able to toil late into the night crafting new spells, feel fortunate. My duties were more complex, and didn’t leave me time for such luxuries,” the queen mother continued.

      Emeri winced at the dig. “You have all the time in the world for luxuries now, Mother. Find a hobby and leave council business to me.”

      “If I knew a little more you might find me to be a helpful ally, particularly in the days ahead,” the queen mother stated. She was smiling, but her eyes told a different story.

      “I want to be clear: keep what you think you know to yourself, and don’t send Eclipse into council meetings. I’m negotiating to get the humans to cooperate, and it’s already hard enough when they treat us like we’re freaks. I can’t have your familiar interrupting meetings. Understood?” Queen Emeri said.

      The older woman eyed the queen, her lavender eyes searching her daughter’s face. “We don’t need anything from them,” she said finally.

      “Of course we don’t. But they’re our neighbors on the far side of the Dark Forest, and the treaty states—”

      “That we should all get along.” Sari cut the queen off, her voice bored. “They treat us with such disrespect. I’ve tried with those people. You’ve tried with those people. Just take the offensive—that’s the best approach.”

      At that moment the door to the council room swung open and the ambassadors for the Gnomes and Crystals marched out.

      “Oh, I was just returning,” the queen exclaimed, her face flushing pink.

      “That’s not necessary. We’ve finished discussing business for now, and I must return to my kingdom,” the Crystals’ ambassador said, brushing past them.

      Queen Emeri turned to the human standing in the doorway. Richard, the emperor of the Land of Terran, stood tall in his charcoal gray suit, which was in marked contrast to the billowy robes worn by the wizards in Virgo. He moved to stand in front of the queen.

      “I’m sure Azure will make a fine queen,” he said, his voice soft and even sounding sincere. That was rare for humans from Terran. His tribe had emigrated thousands of years ago when the gates between Oriceran and Earth had last been fully open. Now they were closed, but as the Virgoans had noticed, humans liked to create borders.

      “I do agree, and I’m grateful that you think so,” the queen said.

      Emperor Richard cleared his throat, his expression firmer and now tense. “However, your reasons for having her take the crown so early really do elude the council. It might benefit everyone if you were more forthcoming.”

      “My reasons are none of the council’s concern,” she said, tilting her chin higher as her face took on a pinched look.

      “Emeri, I’m simply trying to encourage you—”

      “And, Emperor, may I suggest that next time,” she said, cutting him off and directing an outstretched hand at the man walking up behind him, “we only needed one representative from the Land of Terran. Your brother the Duke really didn’t need to accompany you.”

      Behind Emperor Richard stood a man in similar clothes, their own idea of a regal costume. Phillip was darker than his brother, and carried his trench coat neatly folded over his forearm. He had attempted a smile, but it was more of a scowl.

      “Queen Emeri, I heard the news about Charmsgood missing. Such a mystery,” Phillip said, shaking his head, a mock look of worry on his face. He unfolded the coat and pulled it over his shoulders, smiling.

      The queen sized up the Emperor’s brother. “It’s strange how things from Earth—new fashions, new gadgets—keep appearing in the hands of the people from Terran,” she mused, reaching out and removing a short hair from Phillip’s coat. She held it up with a victorious smile. “This appears to be from a breed of dog we don’t have on Oriceran.”

      “How could you know that from a single strand?” Phillip asked, scoffing.

      “Because I have real magic in me,” the queen said. “I wouldn’t want to have to alert those in power that illegal portals to Earth are being opened and goods smuggled back, things like clothes and pure breeds and who knows what else. Things that are subsequently sold in the Dark Market.” The queen eyed the jacket hanging from Phillip’s shoulders, a fashion not previously seen on Oriceran. That was growing more typical of the people from Terran. More and more they chose not to travel outside their borders—except, apparently, to Earth.

      “Well, if you’d prefer not to tattle, then don’t, Queen.” Phillip leaned forward and spoke with pronounced menace in his voice.
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      Having been cooped up in the House of Enchanted all day, Azure relished the fresh air as she trotted through the grounds of the large estate. The entire day had been filled with lesson after lesson. And although the day hadn’t come to an end quite yet, she appreciated that her husbandry lessons were outside under the sunlit sky.

      Once past the stables she lowered the hood of her robes, enjoying the wind tangling her blue hair. A black and white cat strode beside her, but she pretended not to notice him. She finally turned to the feline at the archway leading to the farm.

      “You know you can’t come with me,” she said to Finswick.

      The cat wrinkled his eyes at her and spun back toward the House, his tail arching angrily in the air before he swept it back and forth. Such a drama queen.

      “You know it’s not me. It’s the fairies—they’re afraid you’ll eat them,” Azure shouted to the retreating cat.

      He’d get over being left out. Or he wouldn’t. She didn’t have the time to worry about the cat’s feelings.

      Hurrying past a field of half-grown root vegetables, Azure headed for the green house on the south end of the farm. She had spent many an afternoon hanging from the apple trees in the orchards on the far side of the farm. Monet used to chase her across the hay bales that bordered the area between the stables and the gardens. This was truly one of Azure’s favorite places in Virgo, probably because her people took such pride in growing their food.

      “You’re late,” Finnegan said when she entered the greenhouse.

      “You always say that, and it’s never true,” she said, hoisting her clementine-colored robes as she hurried in his direction.

      The old wizard sat hunched over a large pot, his fingers deep in the moist soil. “The little fuckers have been hiding from me all afternoon,” he said, digging until he was elbow-deep in the dirt.

      “Maybe you’ve offended the mars bee traps by calling them names.”

      Finnegan shook his head of long turquoise hair. He dug deeper, his face pinching as he did. “These assholes don’t have feelings.” His hand had to be nearly to the bottom of the giant pot, but he kept digging, his beard now resting on the top of the soil.

      Mars bee traps were deadly for bees, luring them in with their hypnotic scent. The plant was incredibly useful in many potions, but only grew to maturity once lured above the surface of the soil.

      “This batch is just a bit more stubborn than most. They might have caught the bug,” Finnegan said, pulling his hand from the soil with defeat written on his face.

      “Bug? You mean bee? I thought you weren’t feeding them,” Azure said, handing the wizard a towel.

      He shook his head. “I mean whatever has taken out half the mint jelly and hook-skirt herbs. Their leaves have brown spots, and they’re withering away.”

      “Uh, maybe they have a fungus,” Azure said, glancing at the herbs under discussion, which were sitting in long rows in pots of various colors. Those two plants were used in many potions, but were mostly known for their healing properties.

      “Yes, it looks like one that I’ve seen taking out plants in the mountains. However, I’ve never found it in this part of Virgo before.” Over Finnegan’s shoulder a buzzing light sped, zipping around his face. He swatted at the fairy, his face screwed up in annoyance.

      “Hey, listen!” the fairy yelled, her high-pitched voice ringing through the air.

      “I already heard you the first time. Don’t beat a dead unicorn,” Finnegan said, straightening his robe. His plum-colored soul stone was fashioned into a brooch that was pinned to the right side of his chest.

      “What’s Navi going on about?” Azure asked, sitting on the crate next to the large pot and taking her turn digging into the soil to find the mars bee traps.

      Finnegan waved a dismissive hand at the fairy, who settled on his shoulder and whispered into his ear. Her face was bright red with anger, which made her pink hair blend with it.

      “I know what you think you saw, but you have no evidence. Get off,” Finnegan said to the fairy, who flew to where Azure was working. She looked at Azure, her eyes earnest.

      “This morning I saw one of the humans in here, and that batty old wizard won’t believe me,” Navi said, stomping her slippered foot.

      “It wouldn’t make any difference if I did. The point is that we have two crops with a strange fungus, and only Charmsgood will know the cure,” Finnegan said. He turned, scanning the rows of plants at his back, where several buzzing lights could be seen hovering over the leaves. The fairies always flew around so fast while working that only the light of their wings could be seen when in motion. “Why don’t you help with the harvest instead of spreading rumors?”

      Azure sunk her fingers deep into the soil, enjoying the softness. Once the dirt came to her wrist, she stayed still. “There was a council meeting this morning. The Emperor and the Duke were apparently in attendance.”

      The fairy nodded adamantly. “See, she gets it. They did something to our crops. Who knows what else?”

      Finnegan shook his head, disregarding the fairy. “Azure, what are you doing? You’ve got to dig to catch those little jerks.”

      “That approach didn’t appear to work for you,” she said, nodding her head at his dirt-covered robes.

      “That’s probably because the mars bee traps are all dead in the bottom of that pot,” he said.

      “They might be dead because that human in the trench coat was in here! I’m telling you what I saw!” Navi screamed, her fists by her side.

      “Please grab me a stabilizer,” Azure said to the fairy, who flew off and a moment returned with a small stick.

      Twice she’d felt something tickle her finger. The third time she pinched it and pulled the long stem to the surface of the soil. “Voila!” Azure sat back and gave Navi space to tie the mars bee trap to the stabilizer. The stick would keep it from sliding back under the soil, and ensure it grew straight and tall.

      “How’d you do that? I’ve been digging for those fuckers all afternoon,” Finnegan asked, his turquoise eyes narrowing.

      “Magic,” Azure told him, plunging her fingers back into the soil to find another plant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Damn it!” Queen Emeri held her wand tightly in her fingers. It was a typical Virgoan wand, made from the howling willow that only grew on the peak of the Mountain of Truth, a place as dangerous as the Dark Forest. It was also the home of the oldest known witch, Mage Lenore.

      Azure paused in the doorway of her mother’s study, not making a sound. She liked to watch her mother when she didn’t know anyone was there. That’s when she saw her mum, the actual person. In those moments the queen and all the responsibility tied to her was gone, if only for a short time. She appeared approachable, soft, and something else… Was that vulnerability she saw in her mother’s eyes? That was something new. The queen was concentrating, staring intently at a piece of paper as she muttered an incantation. Sometimes witches spoke when casting spells, but only if it was incredibly difficult.

      “Damn, damn, damn!” Queen Emeri exclaimed, slamming her wand on the desk in front of her.

      “Are you all right?” Azure asked, stepping out of the shadows of the entryway.

      Queen Emeri looked up, her face at first showing how startled she was and then arranging itself into something more acceptable.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” she said, tucking the thick piece of parchment she’d been working with under a stack of papers. “I mean, no. That’s why I asked you to stop by. I thought it wouldn’t be for quite some time though. Your fitting, did it go all right?”

      “As it always does,” Azure assured her mother. She’d been the same size for decades now, since she stopped growing at age eighteen. “I’m not wearing the shoes, though. Those heels are a form of torture, and I fail to see what I’ve done to deserve that.”

      Queen Emeri smiled, but it didn’t reach all the way to her eyes. Something was wrong.

      That’s what this whole meeting is about. I wish I were anywhere but here, thought Azure.

      Azure wanted to be off experiencing her last bit of freedom with Monet, berating him for being a worthless toad-brain or whatever other insult came to mind. However, royal duties had been sucking up all her attention lately. Monet had taken it upon himself to inquire around Virgo about Charmsgood’s whereabouts. The Potions Master’s absence was creating more and more problems, as witches and wizards ran out of ingredients or potions or just his clever expertise.

      “You don’t have to wear the shoes at the coronation,” her mother finally allowed, standing and striding around her large desk, which overflowed with books, papers, and quills. “Azure, I’ve been explaining how you will lead the Virgoans for quite some time. However, now we need to discuss how you will protect them.”

      The younger witch turned to face her mother directly, putting her back to the large fire to warm herself. “I’m listening.”

      There was a ton of chatter begging for her attention in her head. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to ascend the throne, it was just that she didn’t want to do it now. She was such a young witch, and this was all being pushed on her so early.

      “The emotional climate might shift when there’s a change in the monarchy. I suspect that the humans from the Land of Terran might try something.”

      “But the treaty and Emperor Richard won’t allow that,” Azure stated. The Emperor, from everything she’d seen, had worked hard to keep the peace between his people and those of Virgo, although not always successfully. “I know that humans hold themselves as superior to most, especially witches and wizards. And the people of Virgo are never keen to put up with prejudice, sometimes even revolting against the abuse…” Azure’s voice trailed off. She wasn’t sure what else to say.

      “There are things he can’t control. The prejudice humans have for us is deep-seated, inherited from the earlier generations. They learned most of it from the previous emperor, Richard’s father. Witches and wizards are already being attacked when they cross a Terran human’s path. Hate is taught rigorously in their realm, and that is a very hard thing to unlearn,” the queen said.

      “Well, then maybe we should delay the coronation, at least for another year or two, until you’ve had a chance to mend relations. Maybe if we implement a goodwill campaign—”

      Azure’s mother held up a hand to silence her daughter. “Those humans don’t want anything we have to offer. I’ve already floated the idea of a trade with them, but they refused to purchase any of our goods. They don’t need them. It’s unfortunate, because we could have used the exchange.”

      Virgo was rich in many ways; its people were happy and had incredible powers. However, the one thing it lacked was something both valued and stable enough to serve as a currency. The Crystals had vaults overflowing with their medium of exchange. The Light Elves were said to throw gold around like it was confetti. But the witches and wizards of Virgo struggled to maintain a healthy economy and relied mostly on a barter system, which wouldn’t work very well if no one outside their borders would trade with them.

      “I want you, once you are queen, to recruit allies to our side, creatures who can be our ears and eyes. We will need strong soldiers to defend Virgo if we’re attacked. The Kilomeas make logical sense, although I have no idea how to recruit them,” Queen Emeri said.

      “The Kilomeas? You want me to saunter over to the Chief of the Kilomeas and devise some sort of agreement? You have heard that they are pretty unreasonable creatures, right?”

      “Yes, Azure. I’m well aware that they are violent and volatile. But I’ve gotten word from witches and wizards who have passed through the mountains and close to the Land of Terran that traps are being set for us. And Virgoans have gone missing. Even now Charmsgood is nowhere to be found. I must insist that you take an aggressive approach. It’s the only way.”

      Azure threw herself down on the embroidered loveseat set next to the fire, her corseted dress rising up on her chest as she did. “Mother, this is increasingly sounding like a horrible time for me to take the crown. I don’t understand.”

      Queen Emeri strode over to her, her long gown gliding over the floor, and knelt so she was even with her daughter’s face. “Azure, the reason you must take the crown is the same reason I believe we are in such danger from the humans of Terran. I’ve had a team of alchemists working, and they are sure that a virus has infected the witches and wizards of Virgo. We think it was created by the humans with us as their target and aimed specifically at Virgo.”

      “What? How is that possible? Who is sick?” Azure leaned forward, noticing a shadow that danced across her mother’s eyes for an instant.

      “There have only been a few cases, dear. It isn’t serious yet, but that’s why I’m encouraging you to take this position. For your people,” her mother stressed, standing, smoothing the long swaths of navy blue material that made up her elaborate dress as she did. It moved like the waves of the ocean when a storm was approaching.

      “How do we know that it was made by the humans?” Azure asked.

      “The alchemists have a way of determining epidemiology, and the timing of the first case of the virus is key in all of this,” the queen said.

      “Which was?”

      “We believe the virus was first contracted by the last Virgoans who were allowed inside the borders of the Land of Terran before they implemented their new laws.”

      Azure stood at once, her neck and chest flushing with heat. “But, mother, that would have been you!”

      Her mother turned to her, eyes full of regret. “Yes, Azure. Me, and my top cabinet officials. We were the first to contract the virus. Somehow we were poisoned.”

      “The humans gave this to you? Infected you with a virus? Was it the Emperor?”

      Queen Emeri shook her head. “We don’t know. It’s hard to tell who was behind it. My cabinet members and I were in contact with so many while we were there, and then the Terrans voted to close the borders afterwards. The timing was truly suspicious.”

      “Mother, are you all right? Have the alchemists been able to…”

      “No, they haven’t found a cure. Charmsgood was the closest of anyone, and now he’s missing. But Azure, I…” Her mother turned to the desk where she’d been working when Azure entered, pointing to the stack of papers where she’d hidden the piece of parchment. “When you came in, I was trying to magically alter a record. A simple spell, one I’ve used thousands of times. But the virus, it is robbing me of my magic.”

      Azure’s face fell as understanding dawned on her. “That’s why you’re insisting I take the crown now.”

      Her mother’s cold hands reached out and gripped Azure’s tightly. “My child, I can’t lead the people of Virgo if I don’t have magic. It wouldn’t be right. But you are ready. You have your power.”

      “But I don’t have my soul stone,” she said.

      The queen turned and strode behind her desk, not sitting but staring at the stacks of books and papers with a confused expression, as if she’d lost something and was trying to find it. “No, but you will soon. Bring it to me right away when you do dislodge it.”

      “Mother, this virus… How does it spread?” She wondered if the entire population would soon have their magic stolen.

      Biting her lip and close to tears, her mother shook her head. “We don’t know. So far it hasn’t spread past myself and my cabinet members. However, that’s why I’ve insisted that you elect your own cabinet members.”

      “You really believe the humans are trying to take us out?”

      “I think that some of them, maybe a lot of them, are doing what they can to sabotage us. It’s been a long time coming, and nothing I’ve ever tried has worked to repair relations. That’s why your first order of business needs to be protecting our people.”

      Azure shook her head, her bluish-gray hair swaying over her bare shoulders. “My first order of business will be to seek a cure for this damn virus, Mother. There’s no way I’ll sit by and watch you suffer.”
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      The sunlight streaming through the stained-glass window danced across the old wooden floor as Azure hurried down the hallway. She didn’t know where she was going or who she was looking for, but if she poked her head into enough rooms in the House of Enchanted, maybe she’d find someone who could give her answers. Her mother was sick, ill in the worst way. A witch without magic was nobody. Almost everyone on Oriceran had magic. Even some of the humans, the ones with a rare genetic mutation, although only a few used it for darker purposes.

      Azure poked her head into a sitting room where a wizard stood tall, his hands over his head, eyes wide. “The dragon was this tall, I tell you,” he caroled to the crowd of witches and wizards sitting in front of him. Shaking her head, Azure pulled back into the arched hallway. Maybe she ought to try the first floor. But that was where the staff was cleaning and decorating for the coronation and its accompanying festivities. She’d heard that just cleaning the spider webs from the ceilings had taken a whole day. Spiders weren’t native to Oriceran, but had flourished once they got here.

      Now the only time anything got through was when an illegal portal was opened. When spiders had invaded the House of Enchanted, they had taken on some of the magic and built spider webs that instantly rebuilt themselves when destroyed. Continuous spells kept the spider webs away, but nothing worked permanently. And cleaning spells were not generally used in the grand ballroom, since it was only for special occasions like the upcoming coronation.

      “There you are!” Monet’s voice rang out as he came around the corner. “I’ve been meandering around this place for ages trying to find you.”

      “One doesn’t meander if they are trying to find someone,” Azure corrected, realizing her voice was a bit too high-pitched. Must be nerves.

      “What’s wrong?” Monet asked, his face turning serious.

      He knew. He always knew when something was bothering her. It had been like that from the beginning, since the first time they played in the gardens of the House of Enchanted. Azure had been wishing that her mother would be more available, not always off on the business of the realm. She’d felt like she was missing something that day, a part of herself.

      Monet had strolled up to her, run his hand through his light-green hair and said, “You look lost, but that’s a pity for you, because I’m the one who gets to be found. You’re it.” He tagged her shoulder and sprinted off through the topiaries and rosebushes in an impromptu game of hide-and-go-seek. They had been eight years old.

      Now she was closing in on the age when witches dislodged their soul stones. She felt so much older, and yet the one thing that marked a witch and wizard’s full maturity hadn’t yet happened to her.

      “Do you want to go down to the artisan market?” Azure forced the corners of her mouth into a smile.

      Monet moved his jaw to the side, studying her. He nodded, not wanting to push her. “Fine. We need another deck of Elements cards anyway.”

      “You need them, since you’re the one who loses all the damn time.” Azure picked up her dress as they made their way down the carpeted stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Smoke wafted from an open pit where chicken legs were suspended in the air and twisted on an invisible rotisserie. The artisan market brought in witches and wizards from all over Virgo, who traded their handmade soaps that erased freckles, candles that induced laughter, and bread that always tasted fresh-baked no matter how old.

      “Any word on Charmsgood?” Azure asked, her eyes on a cart that was hung with various crystals. A witch in cream-colored robes that matched the streaks in her black hair lifted her chin as they passed, trying to draw them to her cart. Azure pulled her hood higher and kept her head down.

      “No sign of him around his shop. Doesn’t look like he’s been there in days,” Monet told her, tugging on Azure’s arm and making her pause in the middle of the dirt lane. The look in his eyes was serious, a strange expression for him. “Actually, Finnegan said one night when he was checking his moonflowers to see if they were blooming, he saw Charmsgood hobbling toward the Dark Forest.”

      “He disappeared on the night the moons were full, then,” Azure mused.

      “That’s what I figured, since those flowers only bloom in full moonlight. But we need to remember that Finnegan-Gone-Again supposedly eats the blooms from those flowers because he thinks they make him more powerful,” Monet said.

      “When in actuality they only make him battier,” Azure agreed.

      “Moonflowers have their purposes, but now isn’t the time to educate you, little witch. My point is that, if the old man is telling the truth, then the question is why Charmsgood would go into the Dark Forest at night.” Monet said, turning and continuing down the lane.

      “Maybe to retrieve ingredients that only bloomed at night, like moonflowers?” she offered.

      Two booths down Monet found a wizard wearing robes the color of lemons, who sold Elements decks. He also sold other games and toys, like dolls that could really play and told on their playmate if they misbehaved. The old wizard with his cat-like yellow eyes wasn’t impressed by any of the things Monet offered to trade for the cards, telling him it was all rubbish.

      “No one wants a dumb gray stone you say is from Earth or to hear a joke in payment for their goods.” Azure scoffed.

      “Apparently not. Thanks for paying.” Monet dropped the cards into the inside pocket of his mint-colored robes. Something crinkled, and he jerked his head up. “Actually, I forgot! I’m out of gold because I bought these.” He took out a shiny orange bag with a cat of sorts on it, but not like the refined animals they had in Virgo.

      “What are those, and where’d you buy them?” she asked

      “I bought them from a wizard on my way over to get you. He got them in the Dark Market. They aren’t like my rock, they’re really from Earth. They’re called Cheetos.” Monet pulled on either side of the bag, which made a small popping noise as it opened.

      Azure twisted her head around to watch over her shoulder. Luckily most of the witches and wizards were busy haggling over things like self-cleaning dishes or herbs. “If those are from Earth, then you’d better be careful. However they got here, they’re illegal,” she said in a disapproving hiss.

      “Duh, Azure. That’s why it’s the Dark Market,” Monet said, looking down into the small bag with keen interest. He withdrew a small orange object that was oblong and irregularly shaped, about like their wands. “Never seen anything like it, have you?”

      Azure shook her head. Today she wore a midnight-blue robe that was speckled with silver half-moons, and its hood covered the head she was shaking. “What are you supposed to do with it?”

      “I think you eat it,” Monet told her, sniffing the Cheeto. His light-green eyes lit up in delight. “It smells kind of good, like cheese.”

      “If it kills you, then it’s your own fault,” she warned. The worry over her mother and the virus rushed back, flooding her stomach with nausea.

      Monet’s expression drooped. “There it is again—that look on your face. What’s going on?”

      Azure shook her head as she stopped herself from speaking. She always said there was nothing wrong when the opposite was true. She always pretended to be happy when she was sad. She was always trying to be something she wasn’t, even with Monet. And that wasn’t going to stop when she became queen.

      “It’s my mum,” she said, her voice breaking. She rarely called her that.

      “What is it?” Monet asked, still gripping the Cheeto between his fingers.

      Azure was just about to tell him when an old witch bowed at her side. She turned to the woman. “Princess Azure, you’ve come to the market. What an honor!” the woman exclaimed too loudly. She was wearing tattered robes, but her dark purple amethyst soul stone was as bright as ever and set into a barrette at the back of her hair.

      Azure leaned over her, encouraging the woman to rise. Inside the House of Enchanted things were casual, but at the artisan market it was different. “Really, it’s no big deal,” she said in a whisper.

      “No big deal?” the old witch almost yelled, rising to a standing position. “Our soon-to-be queen has come to patronize our market. This is the highest honor. You, who could have anything, choose to buy from the traveling witches and wizards.”

      The fucking soon-to-be-senile witch had attracted the eyes and ears of vendors and shoppers nearby. Azure scanned her brain for a spell that would knock the old bag out and possibly cause mild brain damage.

      The crowd moved in, all their interest now centered on the young witch in midnight blue robes. She pushed back the hood to reveal her face. Might as well embrace the mob before they devour me, she thought.

      “Good to see you all,” she said while backing up, all too aware of the smirk plastered on Monet’s face. “We were just heading back with our treasures. Take care!” Her words made the witches and wizards stare in awe. Most probably didn’t know if they should rush forward and offer their hands in greeting, or if that would be rude now that she’d taken her leave. Still, a few dozen witches and wizards kept their gazes fixed on her, looking hungry for Azure’s attention. Soon they’d have requests for her to fulfill and disputes for her to settle. Soon every moment would be filled with the business of the people of Virgo. Afraid she was about to step into a puddle, Azure stopped walking backward and turned to hurry down the path to the House of Enchanted.

      “You’re so fucking bad at accepting attention,” Monet said through a laugh.

      “And you’re so fucking forgetful. You’re still holding onto that Cheeto-thing.”

      He looked down at the bag he was carrying and the Cheeto pressed between his fingertips. “So I am,” Monet agreed, and popped the thing into his mouth. He suddenly halted, not taking another step, which Azure found unacceptable since the horde of witches and wizards were still too close, some of them looking like they might rush her at any moment.

      “Come on, I’ve got to get back,” she urged, waving him forward.

      “Will you give me a moment?” He sighed in delight. “I need a second to enjoy ingesting the very best thing I’ve ever tasted in my entire life.”
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        * * *

      

      Azure and Monet took a different route back to the House of Enchanted. Monet said there’d be less traffic on that path, but Azure caught him looking between the small cottages that belonged to longtime residents of Virgo. He’s looking for Charmsgood.

      Monet would never admit it, but Azure could tell he was starting to worry. And why shouldn’t he? Charmsgood had never been gone this long before.

      Many of the Virgoans were more nomadic than settled. It was in their blood to travel. Some roamed to the mountains or the ocean, but they always found their way back here, setting up tents in the green hills around Virgo on their return. Some took lodging with one of the witches or wizards who permanently lived in the nearby cottages. Those belonged to the residents who didn’t travel as much, like Trixie Flourboy who ran the pub. The small business owners, farmers, ranchers and members of the Queen’s Cabinet were permanent fixtures in Virgo. The cottages of these full-time residents were small but smartly constructed and used natural resources. And each cottage was unique, reflecting the personality of the wizarding family who lived within it.

      They were just passing Evandar Harlan’s house when they noticed something shimmering from a cluster of trees. Evandar wasn’t in his patchwork house today, since he was employed as the Headmaster for the Virgo schools. Monet had graduated from there many years ago and was still remembered for his antics.

      Azure, however, had been provided private tutors, since her lessons were shaped around the responsibilities she’d one day inherit.

      She paused, noting the smile that had sprung to Monet’s lips.

      “Well, well, well. Look who has decided to grace us with her presence!” Monet bowed deeply to a unicorn that stepped out of the shadows. Her body was white and she had blue eyes, but her mane was typical of unicorns’—it was a rainbow of colors. The land of Virgo relied on horses for labor and transportation, but unicorns were a different story. They were more like cats and refused to be owned, but they couldn’t be given jobs like an Oriceran cat. Seeing one was rare, since they could cloak themselves to blend into their surroundings.

      The unicorn whinnied and Azure copied Monet, dipping into a bow. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” she said.

      The creature shook her head, whickering. When Azure rose, she was astonished to find the unicorn kneeling to her, one of its front legs extended and the other bent.

      “Well, I’ll be. I do believe this unicorn is showing me a sign of great respect,” Monet exclaimed, beaming at the animal.

      Azure didn’t have to correct him because the unicorn lifted her head and shook it at him. Unicorns couldn’t speak, but their messages were still clear.

      “I think she’s paying respect to the monarchy,” Azure said, inclining her chin to the unicorn, whose iridescent coat sparkled. “Thank you, Majestic One.”

      Monet stepped forward with a glint in his eyes. “So, although Azure is cool and all, I’ve got quite the noble mission. I’m in the market for some unicorn hair. Do you think you could loan me a strand or two?” he asked, earning himself a contemptuous glare from the unicorn.

      She lowered her head, her horn pointing at Monet. The message was clear.

      “Don’t pay attention to him. He just wants to create a potion that will make him more attractive. Monet hasn’t gone out with a witch in many double full moons,” Azure told the unicorn.

      “I have been incredibly busy, that’s all,” he said, scoffing.

      The unicorn lifted her head and shook her mane slightly, her eyes lighting as she did.

      “I can tell when he’s lying too.” Azure laughed. With that, the unicorn retreated into the patch of trees, becoming invisible as she walked.

      “Well, if that isn’t a good omen about the upcoming coronation then I don’t know what is,” Monet said as they passed the last house on the cobbled street. They had only to head over a large green hill and past the stables until the House of Enchanted would be in view. They’d played with the idea of taking a horse to the market, but had decided against it. And if they had, the unicorn would never have made their acquaintance.

      “Yes, and I can only hope that the unicorns don’t have an agenda like everyone else,” Azure said. All types of beings made requests of her mother, the queen. Everyone needed something.
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      The sapphire satin dress complimented Azure’s hair, which hung in ringlets down her back. The dress had been embellished with lavender beads around the bodice, and the sleeves draped just below her shoulders.

      “It’s exquisite,” her mother exclaimed from behind her.

      “It’s enchanting,” her gran declared.

      “It’s fucking heavy,” Azure complained, twisting to look behind herself in the mirror. The dress was backless and had a train that would take twenty trolls to carry.

      “Part of being queen is looking the role. However, it is only a part of it. Most of it comes from here and here,” her mother said, pointing to her head and her heart.

      “Emeri is correct, though,” her gran added. “Virgoans need a queen who looks powerful as well as acts that way.” The queen mother knew what she was talking about.

      Azure took a step forward and felt the dress tug her backward. “I will need the strength of a Kilomea to drag this thing.” She pulled her wand from her cleavage, the only place her mother would allow her to keep it when formally dressed. Her hair wasn’t an option this time. Usually Azure stashed the wand in the mound of curls piled on her head, but for the coronation her hair would remain down so that the crown could sit squarely. She waved the wand at the train of the dress and it lifted a few inches off the ground, hovering there. As she turned back, she barely caught the look of longing in her mother’s eyes.

      Shaking it off, the reigning queen started for the door. “The ceremony starts soon. Please get into position.”
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        * * *

      

      The torches in the hallway outside the ballroom crackled at Azure’s back, making her think she’d jump out of her own skin. What a sight that would be! Her nose was almost pressed to the doors in front of her, and the room behind her was silent. A moment later a melodious tune found its way to her ears, albeit muffled since it originated on the other side of the doors. A highly respected band of traveling musicians had been retained for that night’s ceremony. Azure suddenly felt drunk from the music, or maybe it was the flames. Or the fucking dress, which was seeking to cut off her air supply. Shouldn’t queens wear garments that preserved their life, not stole it?

      Azure tugged at the bodice of the dress, trying to negotiate a place for her boobs, which were currently being squeezed out of the garment, but she had to drop her hands quickly as the gigantic double doors both swung open at once. She hiccupped on a breath and raised her chin to find a thousand faces staring at her. On either side of the long red aisle sat witches and wizards, young and old, from all over Virgo. Their faces were beaming, eyes excited and grins easy as they stared at the witch who would be their queen. She caught her mother’s eyes at the far end of the hall and remembered herself, clasping her hands in front of her, which was apparently the proper position in which to trudge down the aisle to accept the rule of her people.

      Azure tried taking a step forward, and when she didn’t get yanked backward by her dress or topple over she continued. She smiled, aware that every single Virgoan was checking her out as she approached the front. The two chandeliers that lit the chamber had been enchanted to resemble the two moons that hung in the Oriceran sky, and the walls of the ballroom were spelled to look like the forest that bordered Virgo. A fresh breeze smelling of lilac and moonflowers completed the experience, making Azure truly feel like she was outside tonight.

      She was aware of Monet only because he was buzzing in his seat like an overexcited pixie, waving his fucking hands at her. Beside him sat her gran, who wore a silver dress that buttoned all the way up to her neck. Azure turned her attention to her mother the queen, who stood alone at the front of the room, a long emerald-green diamond-encrusted cape draped over her shoulders and down her back, her maroon lipstick contrasting with her green hair. At her side was a small pedestal with a pillow and a silver crown atop it. Rarely had Azure seen the crown of the Virgoans, since it was only worn on special occasions and was apparently so heavy with the soul stones of past monarchs that no spell could make its weight bearable. The silver base of the crown, Azure noticed now, was overwhelmed by lavender amethysts. Each was small, about the size of the tip of one’s finger. They almost completely covered the crown, symbolizing their race united by their commitment to each other and their tie to magic.

      Azure halted at the front, a step down from her mother. The queen smiled at her daughter.

      “For tens of thousands of years…” Queen Emeri began, her voice loud and clear as it rang through the hall. Azure tuned it out, thinking that her throat was suddenly dry, as if it would crack at any moment. A strange tickling sensation hit her at the back of her mouth and she shivered, her eyes bulging. This caught the queen’s eyes, but she paused only briefly before continuing with her speech.

      “The Virgoans have lived in peace protected by…”

      Azure couldn’t focus on the coronation speech. Something was wrong—really fucking wrong. She pulled her hands up toward her throat, but stopped herself halfway. It felt like she was choking on something; she couldn’t breathe. She finally did place her hands on her throat, a hoarse gasp escaping her mouth. It was official; something was obstructing her airway. Her face filled with heat and she was only half-aware that her mother had stopped talking and was staring at her in dread and shock. Was she shaking her head?

      Azure tried to force what she wanted to be a cough, but wouldn’t come out. Her body was shaking. Her throat on fire. Her chest felt like it was about to explode. She clapped a hand against her chest, feeling her wand between her boobs. That wouldn’t help her now. What would?

      “Her soul stone!” someone yelled.

      “She’s about to dislodge it!” another sang.

      “No,” her mother said in front of her, face frantic.

      Azure was finally able to cough, feeling air move past the thing in her throat so that she got some relief. She doubled over, wishing someone would help her—slap a hand against her back or something. She’d never birthed a baby, but this had to be similar to that experience. The stone in her throat felt like it was tearing at her insides, cutting her esophagus as it dislodged. She pressed her hands into her stomach hard, trying to force the air out of her midsection and push the fucking object out.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” Azure’s mother whispered in her ear, her arm around her shoulders and leading, no, pushing, her forward.

      Azure’s feet moved, but she was still bent over, her chest burning. Her body vibrating as each cough rocked her. People were closer as she neared the aisle and Azure was aware that her mother was nearly dragging her now. Then someone else was there—Monet, maybe?

      She coughed again, feeling saliva rocket from her mouth. Again she coughed, and her chest felt like it would explode. Then she coughed so hard and loud that something did detach inside her, creating overwhelming pain followed by incredible relief. Out of her mouth popped her soul stone. It fell into her hand, and the slippery object nearly glided through her fingers. Azure’s eyes were watering and her nose was leaking. Her heart beat frantically. She inhaled a steadying breath, aware she was at the front of the crowd of smiling witches and wizards.

      “To see a soul stone dislodged is an amazing experience,” someone exclaimed.

      “It’s a great sign, that our queen has dislodged hers on her coronation day,” someone else declared.

      Azure tried to raise her head and smile at the sea of expectant faces, but was too curious about the object in her hand. She opened her palm to find something she wasn’t expecting. Based on the gasps around her, no one else was expecting to see it either.

      Sitting in the palm of Azure’s hand was a small round blue amethyst.
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      “It’s an amethyst of the wrong color!” one of the nearby wizards said.

      It was in fact a strange shade. Everyone in Virgo had a lavender or dark purple amethyst, never blue.

      Azure held the small gem in her palm and picked it up and examined it. Why did it feel like this was a personal moment where she should be alone with the stone? It had been a part of her all her life, and now it was outside of her body. This gem was the accumulation of the power inside of her that had gone unused until she started practicing magic on her own. When magical energy was not expended, it created a beautiful and powerful gem.

      She became aware that the crowd around her was talking rapidly. The queen was trying and failing to quiet what seemed more and more like angry voices. But why? Why did they care what color her soul stone was? So it was blue! Didn’t that make sense? Everything in Virgo was full of color, so why shouldn’t her soul stone be unique?

      “Mother, take her away,” she heard the queen say, giving the order to her gran.

      The old woman still moved fast despite her age and was at Azure’s side quickly, a worried expression on her wrinkled face.

      “I feared this would happen, but your mother—” the old woman said in Azure’s ear.

      “Feared what would happen?” Azure interrupted, once again clutching the stone in her palm to prevent it from slipping out and away.

      “It’s nothing. This will get sorted out, one way or another,” her gran muttered, shifting her eyes to the crowd. How would they get out? Red-faced witches and wizards blocked the exit.

      “This is an outrage!” A short round witch yelled, stomping her feet.

      “Why is this an outrage? Because it’s blue?” Azure whispered to her gran, who was backing her away from the crowd. She now felt Monet on her other side, his hand on her back as if he were trying to steady her lest she faint. That was a real possibility.

      “She can’t be queen,” a wizard said, trotting forward as fast as his cane would carry him.

      “I realize this has come as a great shock, but if you’ll allow me to explain…” The queen spoke from the front of the crowd, which made the first few rows quiet down, but most in the back were still ranting.

      “I always intended to tell you the truth,” the queen continued.

      “What truth?” Azure asked her gran in a hushed whisper.

      More grumbling in the crowd. More stomping, which the queen soon quieted.

      “I know it has come as a shock that my daughter, your soon-to-be-queen, is only half witch,” the queen said, her voice clear.

      Azure’s hands clapped to her mouth. Half witch? What? How was that possible?

      “That’s not the problem. It’s the other half!” a wizard screamed.

      “Yeah, it’s what the blue represents,” another yelled.

      “What does the blue represent?” Azure asked her gran, who was now trembling just as she was.

      She didn’t have to wait for her to reply because someone else in the crowd shouted, “We won’t have a human as our queen. Not ever!”
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      Azure’s gran, who rarely used magic on others, pulled out her wand and aimed it at the crowd, whispering a phrase the young princess had never heard before. Instantly everyone fell silent. Some scratched their heads as if they were trying to remember what they were doing, and one by one they headed for the door, finally giving Azure some peace.

      Her gran turned directly to Azure, a firm look on her face. “That won’t hold them off for long, so you’ll need to slip through the crowd and head upstairs to your room, where you’ll be safe.” She waved Monet forward. “Go on and escort her up there in case one of those dimwits breaks free of the spell and realizes they haven’t left the kettle on back at their huts.”

      The muttering witches and wizards trotted forward almost like zombies, intent on fulfilling their vague goals. Azure and Monet made it through the crowd, which had mostly spilled out of the house and onto the grounds. Once at her room she unlocked the door, now realizing why her mother had started insisting that she keep it locked. Her mother knew she was half human. Maybe she had thought she could keep it a secret, but that hadn’t worked, and now everyone knew Azure was different.

      But she didn’t feel different. She felt as she always had, like a witch. She held the tiny stone up and really looked at it. The gem was the perfect size and the perfect color. How could it mean something was wrong with her?

      “So you’re half human?” Monet remarked, a smirk on his face.

      She’d almost forgotten he was there. He liked to lurk.

      “Yeah, what the fuck is that about?” she said, lowering the hand with her soul stone clasped in it. Just then she felt a pulsing in her palm, like the stone wanted out. She squeezed tighter.

      “Makes sense, because you’ve always thought you were better than me,” he stated.

      “I am better than you,” she countered simply.

      “All right, you shut yourself in here. I’m going to go spread rumors around Virgo about how I always knew you were half human because you’re bad with your magic,” he said with a laugh.

      “Thanks,” she said sarcastically. She opened her door, now wondering how she was different being half human. Did she have fewer powers than other witches? Did it mean she’d become an egotistical jerk? She guessed that not all humans were bad, just the ones from Terran, mostly. Azure threw herself down on her canopy bed. She didn’t know what the future held, but she realized she was going to have to get answers, and fast.
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      When the ancient clock in the hallway chimed the hour, the door to Azure’s room slid open. Her mother kept her eyes low as she closed the door behind her and stopped, her hand resting on the glass knob at her back. She looked like she was ready to sprint from the room at any moment. That was probably because Azure had configured a sunburst-fire dragon, and although small, it was prancing across the expanse of her room, its forked tongue flicking in the direction of the queen’s shoes.

      “Configurations are extremely difficult for young witches,” the queen commented, angling her own wand at the yellow and orange dragon. It disappeared with a growl.

      Azure brought her blue eyes up to scowl at her mother. “I named him Zeppy,” she said, her voice not sounding as angry as she wanted it to be since she was more confused than upset.

      “I realize the information came as a shock,” Queen Emeri said.

      “Shock isn’t a strong enough word. Gigantic jolt works. Oriceranquake works. Or even world-shattering. Mother, first you tell me you’re sick and now—”

      “I know, my little witch. I’m sorry. This is a lot to take in,” Emeri interrupted, sweeping across the room to the bed, where Azure was perched on the end. She took a seat next to her and it reminded the girl of when she was young and her mother would tell her stories about their ancestors before bed. When her eyelids couldn’t stay open any longer she’d slide back, tucking her legs under the blankets and curling up, and her mother would press her lips to her forehead.

      “So my father is a human. It was a lie that he was a wizard from another land, wasn’t it?”

      Emeri nodded, her hands in her lap.

      “You told me my father was dead. Was that a lie too?”

      A guilty smile appeared on the queen’s lips. “I might have just wished he were dead.”

      “Mum!” Azure wanted to lay into her mother, but she also felt like she couldn’t push her away no matter how huge the shock. She was sick.

      “Azure, your father and I made a mistake. We were in love, and I became pregnant with you. However, your gran found out. She told me if our people knew my child was half human, then you would never inherit the crown. Your father and I hadn’t thought it through.”’

      “I’m a mistake?” Azure asked in a shameful hush.

      “No, no, no, honey. The mistake wasn’t having you, it was thinking that it wouldn’t matter to the people of Virgo. And your father had other obligations, so it was never going to work out. I had you at the House of Enchanted, and we decided he wouldn’t be a part of your life.”

      “What’s going to happen now?”

      A pained look crossed the queen’s face. “I fear you’ve lost the crown for now, but I’m fighting it. You’re my true successor, but I have to convince our people of that. I’ll keep the crown at this point, but in the end it must go to you or we will have lost it for good. Our family has produced the reigning monarchs for over ten thousand years.”

      Azure realized right then how truly her mother had fucked up. A half-human couldn’t rule the Virgoans under the present doctrine. “Ironic that you did all this to ensure I got the crown, and I’m still going to lose it.”

      “You’re not going to lose it. I’ll do everything I can. In the meantime, you have to earn the favor of your people.”

      “Mother, I’m half human. It will not be an easy task, and it won’t be fast,” Azure cautioned.

      “Daughter, I’m losing my magic. If the Virgoans learn about that, and…”

      “And what?”

      “The virus, it doesn’t just take away my magic. It’s been… Well, I’m losing energy. I don’t feel quite the same as before.” Queen Emeri’s eyes didn’t connect with Azure’s.

      “What are you trying to say?”

      She thought about that for a moment, weighing how to answer the question. “I’m saying I don’t know what the long-term effects of this virus will be.”

      That wasn’t all she was saying, but Azure had learned long ago how to read between her mother’s words. “This virus, it could be fatal?”

      “Azure, there’s no reason to—”

      “Answer me!” Azure demanded. Reading the look in her mother’s eyes, she already knew what the queen didn’t want to say.

      “Yes, there is that potential. The alchemists need more time. There’s so much we don’t know about this virus,” Queen Emeri told her, slipping back into a businesslike tone.

      “What? No! What can we do?” Those damn Terrans are going to fucking pay!

      “We will find a solution, but in the meantime I have to ensure the people accept you. It’s crucial that I crown you.”

      Her mother was preparing for her death. She was acting as if her end were in sight.

      “What can I do to help, Mother?”

      Emeri’s arm slid around her daughter’s back, pulling her into an embrace. “You must find a way to earn the favor of the Virgoans.”
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      Azure had slipped down until her head was resting on her mother’s lap. She couldn’t let her go. Not that night, not ever. She’d give up her chance at the crown if she could just find a way to save her mother.

      Disappointment swelled in her chest when the queen gently pulled away, letting Azure’s head drop to the bed below. Half asleep, she felt herself floating as her mother levitated her into place at the head of the bed. Once her head hit the pillow, it fell to the side and dreams crashed down on her, pulling her into a world where things weren’t real and her life hadn’t turned upside down.

      When Azure awoke the next morning she wasn’t wearing the coronation gown, but rather a white nightgown. Beside her a clacking sound arrested her attention. She raised her head, her blue curls falling into her face. It took her eyes a moment to adjust before she could make out the woman sitting next to her bed. Her gran tapped her heel on the floor as if she impatiently awaited something, arms crossed on her chest.

      “Well, it’s about damn time you woke up. It’s nearly sunrise,” Sari, her gran, said.

      Azure closed her eyes, remembering the night before. Her mother’s confession. Her own secret revealed. The crown.

      “Sunrise, huh? So sorry to keep you waiting. Didn’t realize I was late for a meeting,” Azure quipped, pushing into a sitting position.

      A strange look sat on her gran’s face, one that seemed to challenge Azure to speak up.

      “You knew and never told me,” Azure finally accused.

      “You weren’t supposed to know. Ever,” her gran replied indifferently.

      “But my soul stone?” Azure asked, turning to the dresser where she’d left her amethyst the night before. It was gone. She swept her eyes around the room.

      “Never mind that now, child.” Sari still called Azure “child” even though she hadn’t been considered in that light for a long time. The old woman was rocking back and forth, although the chair in which she sat wasn’t a rocker. Sari was always doing strange things like that. She’d been labeled “the weird queen,” which, when surrounded by a thousand witches and wizards, was quite a title to achieve.

      “Do you know who my father is?” Azure asked.

      “I do not,” the old woman said, still rocking, but with a smile on her face now. It was a habit of hers to smile like she knew a secret and was just waiting to reveal it.

      “Well, what do you know, because you’re obviously here for a reason.”

      “I know that your mother is getting sicker. More than she’s letting on.”

      “Yes, she told me. She and the cabinet members are suffering more than the loss of their magic,” Azure said, remembering the night before.

      “She didn’t tell you that. You filled in those details.”

      “What? What do you mean?” Azure asked.

      “The cabinet members who have contracted the virus are losing their magic, the same as your mother. However, they aren’t suffering from any other symptoms yet, although the virus might still be fatal. A witch or wizard without magic won’t live as long as we do.”

      “They aren’t as sick as mother. Why?”

      Sari pressed her wrinkled mouth to the side, her eyes going with it as a new disappointment took shape on her face. “Azure, have you ever wondered where Emeri’s soul stone is?”

      Azure shrugged. “She says she keeps it hidden for safety.”

      “It’s hidden all right. Damn it, I turned this house upside down looking for that stone. The truth is, it’s not in Virgo. I finally got that much out of your mother. She traded her soul stone.”

      “Why would she do that?” Azure asked.

      The look in her gran’s eyes struck Azure across the face. “Dear child, she traded her soul stone for you.”

      “What?” Azure sprang to her feet, her blankets tangling around her torso. She tore at them, her eyes on her gran and disbelief flooding her head. “A witch would never part with her soul stone. It’s a death—”

      “Yes, it can be a death sentence,” Sari said, cutting her off and rocking harder now. “And your mother is suffering more than the others from the virus because she doesn’t have her soul stone to draw on. Our amethysts rejuvenate us. They protect us. They give us immunity when we’re faced with disease. And your mother doesn’t have it. But Azure, she gave it up for you willingly.”

      “But to whom? And why?” Even as Azure asked, she already knew the answer.

      “I believe she traded the stone to your father in order to keep you, but honestly, Emeri wouldn’t ever tell me.”

      “Well, I’ve got to get the stone back,” Azure declared, reaching for the wand on her bedside table.

      “I agree,” her gran said.

      Azure pointed at her armoire, which took up one whole wall. The doors opened and a pair of hiking pants and a black top flew through the air to land on the bed.

      “Mother has to tell me who he is.”

      Sari laughed a bit dryly. “I’ve been trying to get that information out of my daughter for over two decades. I’d say you would have better luck asking a unicorn to be our housemaid. Those creatures are less stubborn than Emeri.”

      “Fine. I’ll find him without her help, using a detection spells. He’s my father, so I should be able to somehow create a spell that connects us.”

      “Now you’re thinking, child.”

      “That insinuates that I wasn’t thinking before.” Azure’s face took on a mock scowl.

      “If you insist,” her gran cordially agreed.

      “Anyway, I’ll start by searching New Egypt, where many humans are found. Maybe one of the Light Elves will have some information. He could be on Earth. I’ll need to find a spell that can help me…” The look on Sari’s face made Azure pause. She had her lips pursed and her eyes were gazing to the right with a tentative expression.

      “What?” Azure asked, slipping her hand through her sleeve before buttoning her shirt.

      “I think I can make your search a little easier. I only know one thing about your father; it was the only piece of information Emeri would give me. It was the reason I urged her to keep your true identity a secret.”

      “Tell me,” Azure demanded, not liking how her gran looked more serious than before.

      “Your father is from, and probably still resides in, the Land of Terran.”

      Azure’s heart beat with a new intensity. Her father was from Terran, the place responsible for infecting her mother. She’d find him and murder the man. His people. Emperor Richard. She’d find that soul stone and burn down the realm.

      “Okay, I’ll start there,” Azure declared, sitting on her bed and pulling on her boots.

      “You could take the three-day route through the mountain pass,” Sari mused, a singsong quality to her voice as she tilted her head back and forth.

      “Or?” Azure said, lacing the boot tighter than her ankle liked.

      “Or you can take the shortcut—”

      “Through the Dark Forest,” she said, completing her gran’s sentence.

      “It would save you a full week’s journey back and forth, and your mother—”

      “Needs her soul stone. And she’ll have it.” Azure promised, standing and slapping the side of her leg. “Don’t worry about me, Gran.”

      “I’m not worried about you. If you die, then I have one less person to fight for the last piece of cherry pie,” she told her granddaughter with a twinkle in her lavender eyes.

      “Thanks for the concern,” Azure grumbled. She would head out now, before her mother figured out she was missing. She’d need to collect supplies first, though. Her eyes trailed to a bag stationed by her door. “Is that…?” she asked, pointing to the bag.

      “Yes, in that bag is everything you’ll need for the journey. You’re welcome. Also, I’d recommend going on foot since a horse may not be able to traverse the obstacles you’ll encounter in the Dark Forest.”

      Azure put her hand on her hip and pursed her lips at her gran. “You’re one crafty witch. Why you gave up the crown, I’ll never know.”

      “I like my free time, what can I say?”

      “Well, thanks, Gran. I’ll be back soon,” she said, knowing the woman didn’t do sentimentality.

      “I’m sure you will, but two things. The first is that retrieving the soul stone will stop your mother’s illness, but it won’t save her magic from the virus. Something else has to do that, and I have no idea what on Oriceran that could be.”

      “So what are you leading up to?” Azure asked.

      “That you should continue to think about how you can earn the approval of your people. Your mother can’t remain queen for long. The crown belongs to you, but you’ll have to earn it first. You’ll have to do something no Vladar has ever had to do to take the crown. You’ll have to fight for it.”

      “And the second thing?” Azure asked.

      “Oh good, you were paying attention in arithmetic.”

      “Barely,” Azure snapped at the old woman. The sun was coming up and she was running out of time to get out of the House of Enchanted undetected.

      Sari stood and took a step, her heel tapping the floor as she did. She held her hand up, fist closed. “I had this made for you. Take it. I think you now know how important it is.”

      Azure placed her hand under her gran’s. When she opened it, something light fell into her palm and made it instantly warm. She pulled her hand back to find the blue stone winking at her. The soul stone she’d dislodged last night was now encased in a gold setting and attached to a chain. She picked it up, opened the clasp, and hooked it around her neck, settling the stone against her chest.

      “Thank you.” She ran her hand over the stone, which was large but also small. It felt as if it were a part of her, like it held her intuition, her blood, her power. Feeling all this reinforced that she had to retrieve her mother’s soul stone. It was their protection and their insurance.

      “You’re welcome. And lastly—”

      “You said only two things.” Azure cut her off with a nervous smile.

      “I lied.” Her gran returned the look. “Anyway, Azure, it would be helpful if you realized that you hold great power as both a witch and a human, but it’s up to you to discover that on your own. Assimilating those two parts of you won’t be easy, but if you can accomplish it, I suspect you’ll find a brand new kind of magic.”
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      Azure hurried down the steps of the wraparound porch of the House of Enchanted as the morning fog rolled over the grassy green hills bordering the House. Her throat caught on the last step, and she turned back to regard the place where she had been born. I’m half human, she thought, trying and failing to wrap her mind around that idea. How could she feel so much like a witch, feel the power of her people flow through her veins, and not be purely one of them? It wasn’t right. But how could that be? How could who she was be wrong? That was what she had to figure out.

      But more urgently than figuring out how to be whole, she had to find her mother’s soul stone. Her own pulsed at the base of her throat. Absentmindedly her fingers found the stone. It was the accumulation of her powers. It was beautiful to Azure that the powers she hadn’t been strong enough to use until now had been poured into the creation of her soul stone. It proved that her magic had always flowed, like the sun that shines even if hidden behind a cloud.

      Azure froze, sensing she was being followed. “You can’t come with me,” she whispered, gazing down.

      The black and white feline rubbed the side of his body against her calf, staring up at her. In Finswick’s eyes Azure read disappointment.

      “I know I’m always saying that, but this time I have a supremely good reason. I need you to stay here and watch over things. I’ll feel better if I know you’re spying for me.”

      Her familiar, whom she’d known for most of her life, sat back on his hind legs and regarded her with a quiet stubbornness.

      “Okay, fine, that’s not the truth. Fin, it isn’t safe for you in the Dark Forest. It isn’t safe for me. I’ll worry less if I don’t think I’m leading us both to our deaths.” Azure knelt, offering her hand to the cat.

      He blinked his green eyes, a contemptuous expression on his face. Finally he pushed toward her, sliding his head under her fingertips.

      Azure wished he hadn’t given her the silent treatment, but at least he’d offered her a bit of affection.

      “I’ve got to go. Catch a lizard and drop it in Gran’s bed, will you? It will make her laugh.” Azure offered Finswick one last look before hustling away, clearing the expansive yard in less than a minute.

      She swung her gaze to the grounds, which would soon be littered with witches and wizards bustling into the House of Enchanted with their problems and disputes. There would surely be some protesting her potential reign. She shook off the concern and headed for the path through the cemetery, which would be empty at this time of day. It led to a route that traversed the Dark Forest. Not the ideal path, but when entering the Dark Forest, was there ever an advisable way? That was when Azure realized this would be the first time she had ventured so far outside of Virgo.

      She’d journeyed to the oceans, but had never sailed on the waters. And on occasion she’d hiked through the mountains bordering the Dark Forest, the route that she’d have taken under different circumstances to the Land of Terran. However, Azure had never gone more than a stone’s throw from her land. It had always been safer that way for a witch still new to magic, but now she was going to trudge alone through the Dark Forest.

      For my mum, she thought. “For her I can do anything,” she said aloud, negotiating her way between the headstones. Many were ancient, dating back to when the portals had opened between Earth and Oriceran thousands years ago. That was the place her father came from—Earth. She had never really thought much about Earth before.

      The tombs toward the back of the cemetery were closer together, causing Azure to have to wiggle between the tightly packed stone structures. A mausoleum ahead caught Azure’s attention. It was a tomb she’d seen a million times as a child, since she and Monet used to climb over the headstones and mausoleums and play hide-and-go seek here for hours. Her mother hadn’t discouraged the game, but rather had encouraged it instead, saying that a witch should excel at hiding. The queen had also remarked that being around the dead was a brilliant way to become comfortable with leading the living. Azure was never sure what she had meant by that last statement, but it was typical of the things her mother said.

      Azure lifted her head to read the engraved words that ran across the top of the mausoleum.

      “The Tomb of the Vladar Family.”

      Her grandfather was the last person who had been buried inside the vine-covered stone building. She ran her hands over the porous columns that stood in the front of the mausoleum. This structure had seemed so much bigger when she was a child; she used to jump from the weeping willow’s trunk to its roof. From there she’d climb over the other tombs, hiding from Monet on the ground. The crown had been in the Vladar family for millennia. She couldn’t lose it now.

      “You sure know how to waste precious time,” a voice at her back said. Azure spun to find Monet leaning against a tombstone roughly ten yards away. She caught her breath, which had suddenly fled.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. The mist had cloaked him, and still hid the tombs around him.

      He flashed a grin and shook his head. “Naturally I’m here to ensure that you don’t end up in there any time soon.” Monet strode forward and pointed at her family’s mausoleum.

      “You want to go with me to the Land of Terran?” How did Monet know she was going? Then she reminded herself that this was Monet. He would have pieced it together somehow. Most thought he was lazy, but in actuality he was critical in his approach, working smart in his thinking but not hard in his actions.

      “Did you think I was going to let you have all the fun in the Dark Forest? Fuck that,” he declared, strolling past her. The fog veiled him as he moved farther away, his robed figure becoming less distinct. Azure ran in his direction, catching up with him at once.

      “Monet, this is going to be dangerous. I could die,” she stated.

      “Figured as much,” he replied, speaking plainly.

      “And who knows what will happen when I reach the Land of Terran? I’m not allowed in there. I could be imprisoned,” she continued.

      “Which means you’ll need someone close by to rescue you.”

      “You gain no benefit from accompanying me. Monet, this is my mission, to save my mother and possibly my crown.”

      At this he whirled and faced her directly, his actions abrupt and sharp. “Azure, have you forgotten who I am?”

      “My best friend,” she responded at once.

      He shook his head of short light-green hair. “No. I mean, yes, that, of course and always. However, before I was your friend, I was a Virgoan. I’m as invested as everyone in Virgo in being led by the best queen available. I might be a bit biased, but I think that is you—after your mother, of course—so I’m as intent on keeping the crown in the Vladar family as you are.” At the conclusion of that sentence, Monet turned and strolled toward a line of trees that were almost black, with fog spiraling at their bases. He turned around when he was a few feet away and flashed an impatient look at Azure. “Are you coming, or do I have to drag your ass into this treacherous place?”

      She pulled her black hood over her head to cover the smile on her face. “Okay, you can come, but don’t slow me down.”
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      “Something about all that doesn’t add up,” Monet said, eying the trees ahead. The area around the dark forest had turned out to be a marsh with low-hanging trees and tall grass. Still, the green light that filtered through the leaves made the area glow with hope. Azure was sure the feeling would evaporate when they actually traipsed over the border of the Dark Forest.

      “Well, it’s all I know. My mother gave away her soul stone to keep me, according to Gran,” she said, pulling her foot from a clump of mud with a sucking sound.

      “Finding out the rest is going to be fun,” Monet said, his eyes focused on the inside of his robe as he searched his inside pockets.

      “Fun? Hmmm, not sure I’d call any of this section of my life fun, but I’m glad you find it entertaining.”

      “Azure, I find your life to be highly entertaining. I mostly keep you around because one day all this will make for a great tale. I’m banking on becoming the official storyteller for Virgo, spouting the fables of witches’ and wizards’ lives like yours,” he said, pulling a bright orange bag from his pocket.

      “I thought you were going into potion-work.”

      With a pop the bag opened in Monet’s hands, causing a smile to spring to his face. He brought his eyes up to hers. “Gotta find Charmsgood for that to become a reality, and he’s still MIA. I’m going with the backup option.”

      “The bum-wizard who takes leftovers and magical junk that doesn’t work properly in exchange for stories that are only half-true. Sounds like a great life for you,” Azure said, pausing at a curtain of black. There wasn’t actually anything beside her, but the place where the Dark Forest started was cast in shadows. One more step and she’d be in the land that few had dared to enter and fewer had returned from in one piece.

      “Yes, and I’m going to tell your stories,” Monet said, popping a Cheeto into his mouth.

      Realizing she was stalling, Azure pointed at the bag of chips. “So I see it’s a bona fide addiction at this point.”

      “So much so that I’ve tried replicating the recipe, but it can’t be done with magic. Seriously, they must have their own kind of magic on Earth, because when I tried to make these, they tasted stale and not so cheesy,” he said, cramming a palm-full of Cheetos into his mouth, which left orange dust clinging to the corners of his lips.

      “I’m surprised you can’t replicate it, since you’re so damn cheesy,” Azure said.

      “I know, right? I went through a whole bag trying to figure out the recipe, but to no avail.”

      “And let me guess, you bought those off the black market when the spells failed?” she asked.

      “Yep. But I’m certain you’ll be able to find me more in the Land of Terran,” Monet stated confidently.

      “And now the real reason for your involvement on this journey comes out.” Azure turned to look at the Dark Forest.

      “I assure you that my reasons for helping you will always be purely selfish,” he said, facing the darkness at her side.

      “Are you ready?” Azure asked, her wand held above her head. She lit it and the bright blue glow illuminated her and Monet.

      “I’ve been dying to enter this place,” Monet declared, bolting forward.

      Azure rolled her eyes, and reluctantly paced behind him. “I would have chosen my words more carefully.”

      Instantly the temperature around them dropped, making Azure’s teeth chatter. She could warm herself with a spell, or maybe her gran had even packed her a warming potion. However, conservation was the best protocol at this point. She had to reserve her magic for when she really needed it.

      Light streamed from above in places, but for the most part the forest was like the inside of a closed wardrobe. She had only taken a few steps when she sensed they were approaching a wall. Azure held the wand up to find a reddish surface stretching from the ground all the way to the sky, which was black. She placed her hand on it, noticing it was as moist and soft as if it were the underbelly of an animal. The idea bothered her and she stepped back, sucking in a breath, ready for the beast to roll over and attack her.

      Monet laughed, wiping his cheesy hands on his mint-green robes and leaving behind Cheeto dust.

      “I think I’ve got this one figured out,” he told her, gesturing to her to join him as he walked to the wall.

      Curious, Azure followed, keeping close so that she didn’t lose him. They might not find each other again if that happened. It was as if they were locked in a pitch-black room, for the most part. Even the forest’s silence was deafening here. It made Azure’s heart clench with anxiety, but she pretended it was the fuel she needed to keep moving forward behind Monet. He extended a hand and laid it on the furry reddish wall, which went on for several yards. It was more brownish in places and full of notches in some areas. It also extended into the ground like…

      “It’s a tree,” Azure whispered, gasping from the realization.

      Monet turned, his lips pursed. “You ruin everything,” he said and waved her forward to his location, his hand still on the trunk.

      Azure held the wand up, realizing the tree stretched up farther than any tree she’d ever seen, taller than any building in Virgo. She approached Monet, her wand close to the trunk, noticing it curved slightly. A light met her own up ahead where the wall curved around, creating a space. Another tree stood next to this one. Only a two-foot space separated the gigantic plants, but there was a gap. It was their way into the Dark Forest, and once they crossed the giant roots of these ancient trees they’d actually be in the forbidden place.

      Monet was already sliding through the space when Azure brought her wand down, extinguishing it. “Stop,” she called, only able to see him because of the ambient light behind him.

      He froze, and she could barely make out the whites of his eyes and pale hair. “What?” he hissed.

      “This is my crusade, and therefore it falls to me to go first,” she announced, and pushed around him through the tight space. Monet sucked in, which allowed just enough space for her to negotiate around him. They were between the two trunks, but the trees seemed to make room for the both of them as if they were inhaling just a bit to allow their entry.

      “Witches before beauty,” Monet agreed, waving her forward.

      She gave him a curt nod and set off, beginning to negotiate the forest proper by sliding through each succeeding gap. The trees nestled closely, each trunk at least the width of a house. Azure kept her eyes on her feet as they pinched between the trunks. Not until the light from the area ahead met her eyes did she look up. They were approaching the last of the trunks, and she spied a clearing in the distance. She noticed the pine needles and ferns that littered the forest floor first. The light she had seen filtered from overhead, but the area was still in shadow.

      Azure took a final step through the trees, her foot meeting stable ground. She looked around and gulped at the sight that met her eyes. A field speckled with forget-me-nots stretched in front of them, giving the appearance of an iridescent blue carpet. A single angel oak punctuated the center of the area, its gnarly limbs rising to the sky and also stretching along the ground like they couldn’t make up their mind which way they wanted to grow.

      “Wow, what a terrifying place,” Monet said at Azure’s shoulder, his voice filled with sarcasm.

      Azure tightened her hand on her wand, hearing her gran’s voice in her head. “That which appears too good to be true most likely is.”
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      A breeze laced with floral scents brushed Azure’s hair back, but there was something else in the air—a reeking undercurrent of something sinister. Azure bent down and ran her hand over the petals of a flower. It felt soft and real against her fingertips; it wasn’t an illusion. Its brethren stretched as far as Azure could see, which admittedly wasn’t far due to the bright light that blurred her vision the farther she tried to stare.

      “You thinking of lacing a bunch of those blue flowers into your hair?” Monet asked, strolling forward and placing his hand on one of the oak’s branches.

      “I don’t think it’s wise to pick the flowers here,” Azure replied, her eyes focusing on the little plants like she wasn’t quite seeing them properly.

      “Don’t go into the Dark Forest,” Monet said in an ominous voice. “How many times did we hear that growing up? And just look at this place. So fucking dangerous I think I might sneeze from all the delightful foliage everywhere.”

      Not fully paying attention to Monet, who had both his hands on the limb of the tree and was swinging slighting, Azure stretched to her full height. “Forget-me-nots,” she mused, mostly to herself.

      “What’s that now?” Monet asked, still swinging.

      “The flowers. That’s what they’re called. And that tree, it’s an angel oak,” Azure replied.

      “Well, look who read her botany textbooks! And here I thought you were all beauty and no brains, just riding the coattails of the crown.”

      “I may not have a crown, remember?” she muttered, still lost in thought.

      “Well, we can’t have you losing the crown. I’d be utterly screwed then. There’s no hope for me if I can’t mooch off you,” Monet told her, swinging off the branch and landing on his feet. He brushed off his robes as he stared at the tree, which was covered in bright green moss.

      “I forgot that this was all about you,” Azure responded, holding her wand in the air. She whispered a revealing spell, but the blue flowers and green tree remained. Appearances could be deceiving, but Azure knew how to break through illusions—an important skill on a planet where everyone had magic. “It appears this is all real.”

      “Of course it is, you damn pessimist,” Monet muttered as he started to walk ahead. His back and shoulders lurched, but he stayed in place. Again he tried to move forward, confusion furrowing his brow when he remained in the same spot.

      “What’s going on over there?” Azure asked.

      “I’m trying to walk.” He gathered his robes and pulled them away from his feet. His boots were surrounded by the tiny blue flowers, but there didn’t appear to be any obstacles to movement.

      Azure shook her head. “Very funny, Monet,” she grumped, just before she tried to pick up her own foot and failed. Her feet felt as if they were cemented to the ground.

      “Now you can see that I’m not trying to be funny,” he said, angling his head over his shoulder to look at her. “We are stuck.”

      “Not such an idyllic place anymore,” Azure remarked, scanning the area. A tree and flowers. What did that mean? How did they get out? She pulled at her foot, not able to make it budge.

      “Pusti,” Monet said, his wand pointing at his boots. He tried to move again, but only swayed forward and then back.

      “So a release spell doesn’t work, eh?”

      “No, and I’m guessing it won’t be as easy as unlacing my boots,” Monet said.

      “Then your feet would get stuck to the ground,” Azure said, continuing the assumption.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I like this place so much, because it appears I’m sticking around,” Monet said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, hell no! I won’t be stuck here with you and your bad jokes. I’d kill myself,” Azure protested, trying to sound light as fear crept over her chest. She really couldn’t move, and her legs were starting to cramp from her current position.

      “These pretty blue flowers can’t keep us here forever. I’m sure they’ll let us go soon.” Monet flicked his wand at the ground as he tried another spell.

      “The Dark Forest can do whatever it likes, and usually does,” a voice chirped from the tree.

      Azure and Monet twisted their heads to see a gnome sitting on a tree branch. The orange-haired creature wore a brown suit and a bowler hat, and didn’t look at all amused from his place in the tree.

      “How’d you get there?” Monet asked with a startled laugh.

      “The better question is, how are you going to get out?” the gnome replied, his voice unusually deep for his small size. Most Gnomes were around two feet tall, and they were known as the librarians of the prized Light Elves’ Library. It was curious that one would be here right now, but then the creatures were mysterious and not easily understood.

      “Well, why don’t you tell us how to get out since I’m guessing you know, little guy?” Monet just couldn’t keep his damn mouth shut.

      A sneer crossed the gnome’s face and the flower pinned to his hat seemed to move. He flickered like he was about to disappear. “Wait, wait, wait!” Azure called in a rush. “Forgive my friend. He suffers from a whole host of problems, one of them being that he was born with eggshells for a brain. My name is Azure and I—”

      “You mean ‘Princess Azure,’ don’t you?” The gnome rose to a standing position, balancing easily on the tree branch.

      “Yes, but that’s not really important,” she said.

      “Not important?” The gnome sounded offended. “If we stopped using titles, what would be the point in high positions? Why not erase all methods for discriminating between different ranks? Or maybe we should forgo names all together.”

      “I only meant that my main concern right now is how to get us unstuck,” Azure shot back, trying to control her temper.

      The gnome regarded her feet and then her, a strange look on his face. “What is the soon-to-be queen of the Virgoans doing in the Dark Forest anyway?” He didn’t sound curious, but rather he asked straightforwardly like he was on a fact-finding mission.

      Azure sighed softly. Couldn’t they wait to discuss missions and other things until she wasn’t glued to the forest floor? Judging by the expression on the serious gnome’s face, that would be a no. “I’m traveling to the Land of Terran because—”

      “You’re not allowed in there.” The gnome cut her off.

      “I realize that. I’ll figure that part out later, maybe once I can move my feet,” she said.

      “And why would you, the Princess of Virgo, want to travel to a place where you might possibly be imprisoned for trespassing?” the gnome asked, his stumpy hands on his hips.

      Azure looked at Monet, who had an irritated expression on his face. He rolled his hand forward in the air, encouraging her to disclose the information.

      She shook her head. “First, can you tell us how to get out of here? Then I’ll tell you everything you want to know.” Gnomes, Azure knew, were rule followers, but they also were information gatherers and this one would want to know why she was traveling to a forbidden land. And unfortunately she knew he might try and stop her, the damn whistle-blower.

      “I could tell you,” the gnome said simply.

      Azure did allow a loud growl to fall out of her mouth now. “Will you tell us?”

      “I’m not sure why I should do that,” he demurred.

      “Because otherwise the next monarch of Virgo will die here,” Monet said loudly.

      “Along with her companion,” the gnome agreed, pulling a pad from his breast pocket. He began scribbling notes, like he might forget something if it wasn’t recorded right then.

      “Fine, don’t tell us. But would you answer a question?” Azure asked.

      “It depends on the question,” the gnome replied, pulling the pad away from his face.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “That’s your damn question? Have you lost your mind?” Monet yelled from his place several yards away.

      The gnome regarded Azure for a moment, blinking a few times. Then he opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Finally he shook his head. “That’s irrelevant information, not necessary for me to supply.”

      Azure’s mother had taught her that using someone’s name when making a request was a valuable tool. Individuals didn’t like to say no when their name was used because it felt like they were saying no to themselves. However, this gnome wasn’t making any of these negotiations easy.

      “Fine. It appears you don’t want to help us, so we will bother you no more.” Azure turned her attention back to the flowers around her feet.

      “You have lost your damn mind. Yes, please send away the creature who knows how to help us,” Monet ranted from his spot.

      “He’s an unwilling creature, so we’ll just figure it out on our own,” she yelled back. “Angel. Forget-me-nots. Angel. Forget-me-nots.” She kept repeating the words aloud and then internally, her mind far away in thought. There was something about the names, she mused.

      “Don’t forget the angel,” Monet said, almost to himself.

      “Yes, that’s what I think too,” Azure said, but her voice still sounded lost.

      “The trees are the supreme force inside the Dark Forest,” the gnome said.

      “Oh, Shorty is still hanging around.” Monet sneered.

      Dismissing his jab, Azure turned to the gnome. “One might say that they are the owners of the forest and must be paid a toll.”

      The look that sprung to the gnome’s face made Azures mind buzz with excitement. His expression creased, like he knew a secret that she’d just skirted.

      She twisted in Monet’s direction. “This place. It’s the toll booth. The place where we have to give something to get passage.”

      “Like gold? I think we both know I’m fresh out. You’ll have to pay for me,” Monet said.

      Azure was already digging into the bag that had been strapped to her back when the gnome cleared his throat. “Passage cannot be paid for by another,” he told them.

      “What? How am I going to get out of here?” Monet cried.

      The gnome merely shrugged his rounded shoulders. He would apparently be helpful only when it suited him.

      Azure pulled a gold coin from a small satchel inside her bag. Her gran had thought to pack everything she’d most likely need. She dropped the coin in front of her and it landed on the flowers where it quickly sank beneath them and disappeared. Like a clamp unlocking, Azure felt the grip on her feet loosen. She lifted her foot slightly, noticing that it came away from the ground easily, and then she took a full step forward.

      “Okay, Monet, you just need to give the forest something. What do you have?”

      He rooted around inside his robes and shrugged. “I have my wand and two bags of Cheetos.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me! You entered the Dark Forest with zero provisions?”

      “No! As I just mentioned, I have two bags of Cheetos,” he reminded her.

      “How did you think you were coming along to help me?”

      “Look, I have a wand. That’s really all I need,” he asserted.

      “If you weren’t stuck to the ground and could use magic,” she muttered, realizing that magic wouldn’t work until the toll had been paid. The forest had thought of everything.

      “Yes, it appears that for the first time ever, I have made a mistake. Let this go on my official record,” Monet proclaimed.

      “Give the forest a bag of Cheetos,” Azure snapped in his direction.

      He gave her an incredulous look. “Has the forest air made you stupid, dear Azure?”

      “I’m not kidding. That’s the only way you’ll get out of this,” she warned, turning and looking at the gnome, who nodded slightly.

      “But I’ve only got two bags,” Monet whined.

      “Who cares? Don’t you want to get out of here? They are just dumb chips.”

      “Have you had Cheetos? There’s nothing dumb about them.”

      Azure put her hands on her hips and gave Monet a long, cold look.

      “Fine, fine. But this adventure better not require such drastic actions from me going forward, or I’m returning to Virgo.” Monet dug around in his robe and pulled out a bright orange bag. He was just about to toss it onto the forest floor when a cough stopped him. Both Azure and Monet spun to where the gnome was standing on the tree branch. “Yes?” Monet asked, looking especially annoyed.

      “I do not believe that the bag is biodegradable,” the gnome commented.

      “Which means it can’t be offered with the toll,” Azure added.

      “Correct,” the gnome chirped, rocking forward on his toes and back down to his heels.

      “Empty the bag,” Azure ordered Monet.

      He sighed heavily but opened the bag of Cheetos before dumping them onto the forest floor. The bright orange chips littered the blue flowers, creating a sharp contrast of colors, and a moment later the Cheetos were gone, having been sucked up by the soil.

      Monet lunged forward, letting out a sound of relief as he did. “Thank Merlin I’m free!” he said.

      “Finally.” Azure shook her head at his antics. “Let’s get moving. We’ve got to get to Terran.”

      Beside her the gnome appeared, his chin pointing up at her. “And why is it that you are traveling through the Dark Forest to a forbidden land?”

      “And what is your name?” she asked, bending down and looking the creature straight in the eyes.

      He ground his teeth and narrowed his eyes. “Gillian,” he whispered under his breath.

      “What was that?” Monet asked loudly.

      “Gillian,” the gnome said louder this time.

      Azure smiled at Monet and then looked directly at the gnome. “Gillian, it is nice to meet you. We are going to the Land of Terran to find someone. That’s as much as I can tell you.” As she rose to a standing position she noticed that the forest was now visible ahead where before there had only been blinding light. It appeared the angel oak was going to allow them entry.

      “Well, little guy, thanks for all the help. Oh, wait! That’s right, you were zero help at all,” Monet snarled to the gnome.

      “We are not here to help you. Our job is to ensure that rules are observed and followed,” Gillian told him proudly.

      “And you do a fine job of it,” Azure agreed, keeping her eyes on the landscape ahead. She was ready to set off—time was running out to help her mother. “Come on, Monet. Let’s go.”

      They’d only moved a few paces when Azure heard another set of footsteps at her back. She turned to find Gillian behind her, his green eyes focused on her as she paused.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I happen to be going this way too,” he said simply.

      “Oh really? It wouldn’t be that you’re following us to ensure we don’t break any rules?” Monet asked the gnome.

      “If I were, it would be simply coincidental,” Gillian stated.

      “And you’re definitely not following to find out why Azure is traveling to the Land of Terran, right?” Monet asked.

      “If I find out, then so be it. It might be better for everyone if I knew. Information is power for the Gnomes,” Gillian declared, sounding disinterested.

      “I’m honored to have you along.” Azure trudged forward.

      “I’m not—”

      “Thanks for joining us, Gillian. We could really use your expertise.” She cut him off. A soft growling sound came from his hat, but she simply smiled at the angry gnome and continued her trek through the Dark Forest.
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      “It’s good to know that if there’s anything just barely out of my reach, then Gillian can stand on my shoulders and most likely grab it,” Monet offered, whistling as he strode along. The landscape of the forest kept shifting, sometimes growing suddenly denser and then just as quickly sparse again.

      “Ignore him, Gillian. I hear he has small wand syndrome and that’s why he’s easily intimidated,” Azure said, angling her chin down to look at the gnome.

      The gnome seemed not to hear them as he trudged marched forward, handling the large roots on the ground easily.

      “If anyone is overcompensating it’s the witch about to lose her crown,” Monet said, scoffing.

      At this, Gillian’s ears perked up and he immediately pulled the pad and a pen from his breast pocket and began scribbling notes again.

      The three walked in silence for the better part of an hour. Azure was surprised that no creatures jumped out at them and no vines tried to strangle them. It was actually quite perplexing. Once she even spied two eyes in the trees overhead, menace clearly written in them, but when she got Monet’s attention and turned back, the eyes were gone.

      “Beginner’s luck,” Gillian muttered under his breath.

      Azure whirled to the face the gnome. “What did you say?”

      “I said, ‘Sinner’s Muck.’” He pushed the pad of notes back into his pocket.

      “No, you didn’t. You said, ‘beginner’s luck.’ You think just because we’re new to the forest that we’re having some sort of strange luck. That just because we don’t know about the supposed dangers, they are strangely not affecting us? That’s not fair. We’re—”

      A farting sound, loud and long, cut Azure off. She wrinkled her face and turned toward the noise. A long pit of mud was at their backs, bubbling and popping. A moment later a swirling section emitted a cloud of smoke, and with it another farting sound.

      “Sinner’s Muck, like I said.” Gillian pointed at the swamp of mud, almost smiling.

      “You said… Oh, never mind. What’s that?” Azure pinched her nose because the smell rising from the farting mud was increasingly awful.

      “I believe our little redheaded friend called it Sinner’s Muck, which means it’s the stuff those awful types leave behind.” Monet elbowed Azure in the side, a half-smile on his face.

      “Actually, wizard, you are incorrect. Earlier you were asked to leave something behind to progress and you paid the toll to the Angel Oak. Now, in this part in the forest, you’ll have to cross the muck,” Gillian told him, and quickly clapped his hand to his mouth.

      “Oh, did you accidentally find yourself helpful? Poor you,” Monet teased the gnome.

      “So what happens when we cross it?” Azure asked, looking at Gillian. He just pressed his mouth into a hard line and didn’t make eye contact.

      “You’re the most unhelpful tagalong there ever was,” Monet declared.

      “Will you at least nod your head if I’m correct?” she asked the gnome.

      He crossed his arms in front of his chest, his face remaining stone-like.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Azure said. “So, before we left something behind. I’m guessing now we take something with us? Is it based on how much we’ve sinned? Like the more bad things we’ve done, the more mud sticks to our shoes?”

      Gillian lifted his chin into the air as if he hadn’t heard the question, but then came the tiniest of nods, his eyes angled up toward the great canopy overhead.

      “Who said Gnomes were unhelpful? They’re just reluctant when we’re facing uncertain dangers,” Monet remarked, pulling his robes up so they didn’t brush the ground. “After you, Princess.”

      “Oh, you’re such a damn coward, Monet. I won’t be surprised if you come out of this pit of mud covered from head to toe” Azure marched forward. Her first step into the mud made a hissing sound. The steam rising from the swampy pit made her think it was warm, maybe even hot. Her boot sank deep before finding solid ground. She pulled up her foot, the effort making a squelching sound, and then she took another step.

      “I wonder if we could have used magic to get across,” Monet asked at her back, entering the sludge.

      Azure turned to laugh at her friend, but behind him Gillian shook his head. “I don’t think the Dark Forest will allow us to cheat our way through it,” she said, winking at the gnome before turning back around and taking another treacherous step. Each pace made her think she’d slip and fall into the foul mess. It smelled even worse now that she was in it, and the constant farting sounds kept making Monet chuckle.

      “This is by far the most revolting thing I’ve done today,” Azure said when there were only five more feet of pit left. Her boots where now covered in mud, but it wasn’t caked to the bottom of her boots like she’d expected. She turned when she was on solid ground to find that Monet hadn’t been as fortunate. The mud was clear up to where his boots met his socks, and looking to seep into them soon, and on the bottom of his boots was two inches of thick black mud, which made each of his steps more uncertain. On his last step, his eyes widened and he teetered for a moment, looking as if he were close to falling over. Azure reached out and grabbed his robe, then tugged him to the solid ground where she stood. He used the momentum to move quickly in her direction, not stopping until he’d taken a few extra steps away from the pit. Once on dry land, he let out a long wail and threw down his hands to indicate his boots.

      “What a mess,” he complained, casting disappointed eyes at her boots. His were caked all over with stinky mud, which was still releasing bits of steam. At once he started shuffling his boots across the ground, leaving behind tracks of the mud as he went.

      Azure laughed, looking down at her own boots. They weren’t clean by any means, but they also weren’t covered. Just a fine layer of mud around the sides. She pointed her wand at her boots, but catching sight of Gillian on the other side of the pit, she changed her mind.

      “No magic,” she agreed reluctantly. “Got it.”

      The gnome nodded his head in acceptance. She wasn’t sure what would have happened if she had used magic to clean her boots, but she guessed it would have been more unpleasant than making effort to rub her boots against a nearby rock until they were clean.

      After a few moments, Azure was reasonably happy with the look of her boots. She was also thoroughly annoyed with the sputtering sighs that emanated from Monet every few seconds. He’d been working to clean his boots, but still had much to do.

      Azure was surprised when Gillian arrived at her side, his small shoes clean. “How’d you get across without getting dirty?” she asked.

      “Maybe gnomes don’t sin,” Monet said, his attention still on his boots. He had a stick in his hand and was poking at the grooves in the soles, trying to clear all the mud.

      Azure turned back to the Sinner’s Muck and to her surprise, six elephant-ear leaves were lying in a path across the pit.

      “What? You used leaves to get across the mud?” she asked Gillian.

      “It can’t be just any leaves,” the gnome said, holding up one finger.

      “Why didn’t you tell us that was an option?” Monet asked, almost livid.

      The gnome shrugged, pursing his lips. “It didn’t occur to me to share the information.”

      “Okay, well, the next time you know something that can save our lives or keep us from smelling like shit, would you mind passing along the bit of wisdom?” Monet requested, tossing the stick into the pit of bubbling mud.

      “I cannot make any promises,” Gillian said, taking the lead and trudging off, his leather shoes pristine.
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      Azure still found it strange that they’d traveled a great distance into the Dark Forest and hadn’t met any other creatures. She’d expected that they’d have had to fight some sort of diabolical beast by now, but so far the forest had been silent. Several times she had heard something jumping through the trees overhead, but when she looked up there was only a faint glow of leaves and the rest was darkness.

      “Is anyone else getting hungry?” Monet asked from beside Azure.

      “Are you asking to take a Cheeto break?” she twitted him.

      “Actually I was hoping that your gran packed some roast beef sandwiches for you to share. But sure, I’ll give you some cheese dust in exchange, if I must,” he offered.

      “Always so kind. I’m shocked you had so much Sinner’s Muck stuck to the bottom of your boots,” she said.

      “You wouldn’t be if you heard the things I say behind your back,” he told her.

      “Up ahead there is an adequate place to take a break,” Gillian offered.

      Monet caught Azure’s eyes. “Adequate, like it’s not a place where we’ll be eaten alive…maybe.”

      “Thank you, Gillian. I appreciate you sharing that,” she said, ignoring her best friend.

      Sure enough, a clearing came into view shortly. A lawn of mowed grass met their feet, a strange contrast to the overgrown forest they’d been hiking through. The sunlight was invited into this space, which wasn’t covered in tall trees with thick branches. The only thing in the grassy yard were stone statues, maybe a few thousand of them. They were spread out in all directions, and each one was of a person. A man. A woman. An elf. A troll. There were creatures of all types in stone form.

      “Where are we?” Azure asked, taken aback by the beauty of the statue garden and also put slightly on edge by the sheer number of stone figures spread out around the space.

      Gillian remained silent, his hands behind his back and his lips buzzing slightly from a gentle hum.

      “Well, the garden gnome obviously knows, but he’s not going to be helpful. Maybe if I turn him to stone as well?” Monet reached for his wand.

      “No, you don’t.” Azure shook her head at him. “You know it’s not in a gnome’s nature to be helpful. He’s only along to gather information. We should just forget he’s here altogether.”

      Azure strolled forward, her cape catching slightly on the statues as she crossed the lawn. She barely caught the look that flashed across Gillian’s face—disappointment. That’s right, no creature was an island. She knew that, and her gran had told her there were things stronger than magic, like emotional persuasion. The emotions were a beast that could never be cut off and could always be leveraged.

      “What an odd place,” Monet remarked, high-fiving a statue of a man who had his hand held up. The statue wore a look of horror on his face. Now that Azure studied them, they all looked as though they’d seen something incredibly scary. Who had carved these frightened figures, and why?

      Monet plopped down on a patch of ground that wasn’t littered with statues of pixies or Kilomeas and patted the grass. “Azure my love, won’t you please take a seat next to me?”

      She spun to face him and noted the devilish grin. “I do believe your stomach is making you grossly polite.”

      “It’s true. Can I bum a sandwich off you? I’ll pay you back tenfold,” he asked.

      “In our next life, right?” she replied, untying her cape and folding it up. She set her bag down on the ground and settled next to it.

      “What did Granny make for us?” Monet leaned over her shoulder, vibrating with impatience.

      “In just a moment I’ll let you know what my gran made for me to eat,” she told him.

      “Oh, come on. You know that loony woman would have guessed I’d be accompanying you on this trek,” he said.

      “How did you know that Gran had packed my bag, anyway?” She handed him something wrapped in parchment and tied with a brown string that felt like a sandwich. There did seem to be extra sandwiches. Actually, there were quite a few extra. She took one for herself, laying it in her lap, and kept digging. The next parcel she pulled out had something written on the parchment. It read:

      “For any little creatures who decide to tag along.”

      “Well, now, that’s just creepy,” Monet said, having read the words over Azure’s shoulder. He took a large bite of his sandwich and then looked at Gillian, who was several yards away inspecting a statue.

      “I packed some extra sandwiches for you, little bit,” Monet said through a mouthful of bread and roast beef. He wiped the side of his mouth with a delighted smile. “Mmm…horseradish. That’s my favorite. Glad I thought to add it to the sandwiches.”

      Azure smiled at Monet, strangely glad he was there. No, he hadn’t been especially helpful yet, but he was and always had been great for her morale. There was something about the white-haired guy with the pale green eyes that kept her smiling—probably his rude behavior, which made her look like a saint in comparison.

      “Gillian, you do have to eat. Please join us,” Azure said, holding up the sandwich.

      “Even if he’s as unhelpful as a three-day old splinter,” Monet whispered over his shoulder to Azure.

      She took three bites of her sandwich before chewing, not realizing until that moment how hungry she’d been.

      “It is true that I am hungry. I do appreciate the offer,” He withdrew a flask from his pocket and offered it to Azure. “A contribution to the meal,” Gillian said, his chin down, and a bit of blush on his freckled face.

      “Thank you.” She took the flask and paused before putting it to her lips. The container was small, and she feared she’d down all its contents with one sip. However, when the warm buttery liquid met her lips she yanked the flask away. It was strong, like honeysuckle mead. Azure knew that only a drop would be enough; more was a potential hazard. “You drink this stuff?” she asked the gnome, handing the flask to Monet, who was eying it hungrily.

      “We do. It doesn’t take much to get us going, and therefore it’s a smart investment,” the gnome said before his face went slack.

      Monet shook the empty bottle in front of Azure’s face a moment later. “That was delightful,” he mumbled, his words already slurring.

      “Damn it, Monet, you finished it!” she asked, turning to her friend.

      “Finished it? I took a single swallow!” He hiccupped.

      “Don’t worry, Princess Azure.” Gillian pulled another flask from his pocket. “I always travel with two, and your friend will be fine. I dare say he’ll be happier than two nightingales on the evening of the full moons.” The gnome unscrewed the lid from the flask and took a long sip. A smile, albeit a small one, appeared on his mouth when he finished drinking. He handed it to Azure, who took it, smelling the thick, sweet liquid inside the container as she did.

      Monet slid down to lie on his back at her side. He was wiggling with drunken excitement, which for some reason made her happy in that moment. She tossed back her head and took an actual drink of the liquor, enjoying the way it coated her tongue and made her insides warm. When she handed the flask back to Gillian, she realized that the gnome had been watching her.

      “What?” she asked, wiping the sides of her mouth.

      “The Virgoans are a strong breed of witches and wizards,” he said.

      “We like to think we are the strongest,” she said.

      “Why would their soon-to-be queen, someone in one of the most prestigious roles on Oriceran, venture into the Land of Terran, a place that isn’t at all safe for her?” he asked.

      She knew it. Curiosity was eating him up.

      “Do you know how give-and-take works, dear Gillian?” she asked him, conscious that Monet was snoring on her other side.

      “Yes, it is detailed in many books,” the gnome said.

      “How about I give you part of the reason I’m venturing to the Land of Terran and you tell me what this statue place is all about?”

      “The Dryads’ Garden,” he corrected.

      “See, we’re already making progress,” she replied with a wink. Just then, Azure caught a flash of clothing on the far side of the garden—something green and blue. It was gone as soon as she saw it, but her curious focus had caught Gillian’s attention. She shook her head, the liquor making it feel heavy.

      “This is more of a prison than a garden,” Gillian said, earning Azure’s full attention. “There are many who look after the Dark Forest. Each has their own rules. Some are fair. Some offer those who violate the forest a chance at redemption. However, there’s a group of rogue dryads who aren’t as forgiving.”

      “So these dryads, they protect the forest?”

      “That’s correct, Princess. And their job is to ensure that no one harms it, since they live in the trees. So now the question is, what do they do to those who go too far? What do they do to those who take and take and must be punished?”

      At once a morbid realization beset Azure. “Oh! Wow! These statues! These are offenders, aren’t they?” She stared at the faces of the statues, now understanding why they all looked horrified. “These rogue dryads… They turn people or creatures into statues and put them here if they are caught committing a crime against the forest, is that right?”

      “You are correct, Princess,” Gillian agreed. “If one of the Dryads catches someone hurting the forest, they ask no questions. They are immediately sentenced and turned into a statue. It usually isn’t a terribly long sentence, though, and it does seek to rehabilitate the wrong-doer, because being a statue isn’t considered pleasant.”

      Azure glanced at one of the nearest statues. It was a human woman whose stone hair hung on her shoulders. Her hand was frozen over her head, as if she had been trying to shield herself from an attack. The look on her face was the perfect embodiment of fear. To live as a statue for any length of time would be about like being a ghost, stuck in between.

      “Can they hear us?” she asked Gillian.

      “I’m afraid they can hear us, experience the elements, and feel great suffering in that stone state,” the gnome answered. His bulbous nose wrinkled a bit in pity. “I hope you realize now why you must be extra-careful journeying through the forest. These dryads cannot be reasoned with. If they catch you doing anything they deem wrong, you’re automatically sentenced.”

      She tossed a look at Monet, who had turned over on his side and curled up. “I guess I should think about leaving my partner in crime behind then. He’s obviously going to get me in trouble,” she said with a laugh.

      “I saw the amount of mud on your boots. You have committed no crimes. Please, now tell me why you travel to the Land of Terran.”

      Azure swallowed. What did it matter if this gnome knew part of the reason? Many more would know who she was soon. It would travel past the borders of Virgo, and all would find out her mother’s secret. She might as well use the information as currency now. “I’m half human, and my father lives in the Land of Terran.”

      Gillian stared straight ahead for a long moment, then nodded. “Yes, it makes sense now. And your crown?”

      “It may not be mine. That is yet to be determined, but there are other things I must resolve first,” she said.

      Gillian pushed up into a standing position. “One of them being why someone is following us,” he said, looking straight at the tree line, where a pair of eyes could be seen hovering in the canopy.

      “I was hoping I wasn’t going crazy and that someone else saw the peeper too,” Azure said, rising to stand.

      “I’ve been watching the eyes for quite some time now, but whoever they belong to is too nimble for us to catch. Therefore, I warn you to be on guard as we continue on your journey.”

      Azure studied the face of the gnome for a moment. Gillian didn’t seem to have changed now that he knew she was half human. If anything, he strangely seemed more committed to their mission…but that had to be her imagination. Gnomes showed little loyalty, and yet she spied something in his eyes that told her he saw her differently than other gnomes would.
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      A loud roar captured Azure’s attention. She whipped her head in its direction, which was on the other side of the statue garden. Monet bolted upright, looking bewildered, as a deep and guttural scream ripped through the air.

      “Someone is in trouble,” Azure said, grabbing her bag and fastening it to her back. She turned in the direction from which the scream was still sounding, her wand at the ready. “Come on, we’ve got to go!”

      “Toward the screaming creature?” Monet asked, pushing up to a standing position and still looking drunk. “No, dear Azure, you’re supposed to run away when you hear blood curdling screams. That’s the right protocol.”

      “Monet, someone needs our help, so stop being a coward,” she demanded, waving him forward as she took a few cautious steps.

      “I’m going to actually agree with the deranged wizard here,” Gillian said.

      “I knew there was something I liked about you,” Monet told him, tilting his head to look down at the gnome.

      “Well, you two can stay here, but if I start screaming I expect back-up.” She took off in a jog, the screams getting louder as she approached the tree line.

      Whoever needed help was inside a dense section of the forest. Azure slowed to a trot as she neared a veil of thorns hanging from the trees overhead. She waved her wand and the curtain of sharp and possibly poisonous thorns rose into the air to allow her to enter. Azure pulled her hood over her head as she ducked into the trees. It had instantly become darker, and her eyes hadn’t adjusted yet to the shadows.

      She waved her wand at her boots, muttering an incantation that made her feet more agile so that she could avoid obstacles as she approached them. It was like having sensors on her boots that knew when an upcoming collision was about to happen and helped her to navigate easily over or around them. The witch moved effortlessly through the forest, her feet working on their own. She finally slowed when the screams vibrated in her head. They were coming from the ground just a few yards away.

      Metal bars covered a pit in the ground. Metal? Why would there be metal in the forest? That seemed out of place when there was only dirt and wood and stone here. Azure halted at the pit and stared down to find the source of the screams. The Kilomea inside had gone momentarily silent, his bright green eyes staring up at Azure. The beast had two large bottom teeth that projected over his top lip.

      “You’re okay,” Azure assured him, sidestepping around the pit to try to figure out how the metal bars were attached to the ground. Ropes were tied to either side of them, which gave her the clue she was looking for. She swiveled her head up to see branches bent overhead. The bars had been suspended from above. But by whom? Who would want to catch a Kilomea?

      “Have you been in there long?” she asked, but the Kilomea simply stared at her, dumbfounded. At least the beast wasn’t yelling anymore.

      The pit was deep enough that the Kilomea, who had to be over seven feet tall, couldn’t reach the bars. Azure directed her wand at the bars and muttered a series of words, but they didn’t budge.

      “What the hell?” she said.

      “That’s not hell. That’s a pit with a Kilomea,” Monet said behind her, partially breathless.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked him. Her eyes were still on the pit, wand clenched in her fingers.

      “I’m here to ensure you don’t free a Kilomea from a barred pit, so please stop,” he requested, stepping in front of her as she muttered a new spell.

      “Move, Monet. He’s in trouble,” she said, angling around him. Nothing she’d tried yet had worked.

      “No, he’s a Kilomea who is imprisoned, as they all should be. Leave him,” Monet said.

      At this the Kilomea let out another loud scream, making the metal above his cage rattle.

      “My friend didn’t mean that,” Azure said over Monet’s shoulder. She then leaned in and whispered close to his ear. “Look, I can’t leave him here, and I feel like I need to release him anyway. Wouldn’t you want someone to do the same if you were trapped?”

      “Well, yeah, but I’m a civilized wizard, not a tattoo-sporting monster who snaps the heads off innocent pixies,” Monet replied, although he stepped aside with his hands up like he was surrendering to Azure’s logic.

      “The question is, who trapped him?” Gillian mused from a safe distance.

      Azure halted and turned her head over her shoulder to regard the gnome. She knew she’d be glad she’d allowed him to come, even if he thought it was for his own purposes. “And are they still around,” she said, the idea just occurring to her.

      This just meant that she had to free the Kilomea faster, but how could she when none of her spells released the bars? She’d tried to lift, break, and make them disappear using magic. None of those spells had worked. She was concocting a new spell when Monet turned, a disgusted look on his face.

      “Fucking great! The bars have been enchanted not to respond to magic. Well, we’ve tried, now let’s go back to getting drunk,” he said, walking past Azure. Then he snapped at Gillian. “Give me that other flask. I’m thirsty.”

      “You tried to remove the bars?” Azure asked, shocked.

      “Yeah, I tried, thinking it would move this whole thing along, but they’ve been enchanted, like I said. So we move on.”

      “How do you know that?” she asked.

      He pointed his wand at the bars. A ball of fire appeared at the end of his wand and flew to the bars before ricocheting. “See, they have protection on them.” Again Monet snapped at Gillian to hand him the flask.

      “How did you know that, though?”

      “I just get an instinct about these things. I’m more than a pretty face, Azure. Gosh,” he said with a deep sigh. Then he resumed grumbling at Gillian, who had mastered the act of ignoring Monet. That was impressive.

      “Who would set a trap for a Kilomea and then bewitch the bars so they couldn’t get out?” Azure turned, musing on the trap. The Kilomea was looking more than impatient, but he remained quiet, which was good.

      “Kilomeas wouldn’t have the magic to remove the bars,” Gillian offered.

      Azure spun to face the gnome, who turned his face to the side and pressed his lips together.

      “What do you mean by that?” she asked.

      “Nothing. That didn’t come out of my mouth.” Gillian seemed to be punishing himself internally for his admission.

      “Although I know you’re trying to not be helpful, you’re failing. Are you saying that someone meant to trap something besides a Kilomea?” she asked.

      Gillian turned his attention to the forest floor, as if the leaves were suddenly of great interest.

      “Maybe someone was trying to catch a witch or an elf or something,” Monet offered.

      “Yeah, something.” Azure muttered, hearing the heavy breathing of the Kilomea. He was growing restless, and she didn’t blame him. “So we can’t magically move the bars. Maybe we can…”

      Azure knelt, loosening the soil around the bar, which was resting on the ground.

      “Az, what are you thinking?” Monet asked, his tone overflowing with caution.

      “I’m thinking that these bars can’t be moved with magic, so we have to rely on our physical strength. Come on, Monet, grab the other side of the bars.”

      “They’ve got to weigh a ton,” he complained.

      “Well, then I suggest that you put your back into it or enchant yourself with a strength spell. On the count of three, lift with your knees,” she ordered, securing her hands around the bars and readying herself to rise to a standing position.

      “You realize that if we do remove these bars then we’ve freed a Kilomea, who by the way, looks to be kind of on the hungry side,” Monet told her, but he knelt and gripped the bars despite his words.

      “A Kilomea we’ve freed. One who will starve if we leave him in this pit,” she reminded him, and turned her gaze to the Kilomea, who was looking more curious by the moment. His large bald head was tilted to the side, and he was watching her with renewed interest. “Don’t you fucking eat me if I get you out of this pit!”

      In answer, the Kilomea grunted and beat his tattooed fists on his bare chest.

      “I don’t think that was a real agreement,” Monet said from his hunched position.

      “On the count of three, Monet.” She took a breath. “One. Two. Three.”

      Grunts spilled from their lips as they hauled the metal bars up a few inches and sidestepped in unison carefully to the right. Azure’s breaths were labored and she thought her arms would be pulled off from the weight, but still she held tight to the bars and kept moving. At one point she nearly dropped her end, and she scraped her fingers across the ground.

      “Let it fall,” Monet yelled, his voice sounding taxed.

      Azure removed her fingers from the metal, her back giving her trouble as she tried to stand. She then noticed why Monet had given the order. The Kilomea was already digging steps into the side of the pit, trying to make a staircase to get out of the hole. They’d cleared the bars enough for the Kilomea to squeeze out of the cage, but only barely. The beast had shoulders three times the width of most wizards’ and arms as thick as trees.

      The Kilomea kept kicking at the pit wall, but only grunts followed his movements.

      “I’m guessing that the walls of the pit are mostly stone,” Gillian said, ambling up to the group and peering into the hole.

      “That’s why he still can’t get out of there,” Azure said, realizing that the pit was too deep for him to clamber out of. Someone had thought of everything.

      “Damn it, I have to do everything myself,” Monet grumped, and waved his wand at the Kilomea. The gray-skinned beast rose into the air, resisting the levitation spell for a moment. He froze as he was lifted out of the hole and was placed a safe distance away.

      “Monet!” Azure exclaimed. “You do have a heart. Thank you!” She clapped, running to the Kilomea a few feet away.

      “I have a heart, but you have no brain. I put him over there for a fucking reason, Azure,” he snapped, reaching for her.

      She swirled her cape out of his reach and pushed down her hood as she looked at the Kilomea.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      The Kilomea paused, pushing out its face like it was trying to see her a bit closer. He blinked at her and tilted his head. “Good. You good,” the Kilomea said.

      She giggled, which seemed like a strange reaction in that moment. “I’m Azure, actually,” she said, extending a hand to the Kilomea.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Monet pressed his hand to his forehead in horror. “She’s fucking dumb.”

      “Princess Azure,” Gillian corrected. “She’s the Princess of the Virgoans.”

      Not paying attention to her crew, Azure allowed her hand to hang in the air. Slowly the Kilomea raised his hand and tugged her fingers—a bit hard, but not enough to pull her to the ground.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Drago,” the Kilomea said.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Drago.”

      “She’s a fucking fruitcake.” Monet shook his head.

      “She’s something else,” Gillian agreed, his voice sounding strange.

      “Thank you.” Drago moved his giant hand to a rope belt on his waist, from which he removed a large knife made from some kind of tooth. He handed it to Azure. “You take,” he said.

      “Oh, that’s not necess—”

      “Take!” Drago insisted.

      “Thank you.” Azure allowed him to thrust the strange knife into her hands. She examined the designs on the bone handle and lifted her eyes to the large face before her. “Be careful where you walk going forward, Drago. We might not be near enough to help you next time.”
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      “I really hope we don’t come up on a caged dragon next,” Monet said, twiddling his wand in his fingers.

      “Did the Kilomea eat you?” Azure demanded, spinning around as she headed back to the Dryads’ Garden.

      “Not yet, but he could be waiting to ambush us down here,” Monet said, pointing to the forest at Azure’s back.

      “Oh, you’re impossible,” she snapped, before turning back and stopping short. She covered her mouth with her hands, her eyes going wide.

      “What is it?” Gillian asked, his short legs hurrying to catch up with her. He must have been worried by her sudden stiffness.

      “Fuck!” Monet said, arriving at Azure’s shoulder.

      She turned her head away, trying multiple times to swallow. “Who would do this?”

      Monet backed up a few steps, drawing Azure away with him as he did. “Now we know what happened to Charmsgood.” His voice was scratchy as if he was trying to suppress something.

      In a patch of bushes and thorns, a blue robed figured laid on his back, his face sunken and his eyes open and staring at the sky. Azure wouldn’t have even recognized him, but the amethyst ring on his hand gave him away. She’d know that ring anywhere. All her life she’d been fascinated by it as she watched Charmsgood pinch ingredients into cauldrons and stir, his lavender eyes always twinkling with excitement.

      “He’s dead,” she muttered, mostly to herself.

      “I know,” Monet said. He recovered slightly and wrapped her in his arms, pressing her into him tightly. Virgo had relied on the Potions Master for centuries. He wasn’t someone who could be easily replaced, not now or maybe ever. And to Monet, he had meant more. Charmsgood was going to ensure Monet had a special future. For years the Potions Master had been hinting at passing his knowledge to Monet, but now that would never happen.

      “He was attacked by a harpy,” Gillian told them, a handkerchief covering his mouth.

      “I don’t even want to know how you figured that out without closely studying the body.” Monet pulled away from Azure, even though he was still vibrating with shock.

      “The scratch marks,” she declared, seeing them for herself. Azure had noticed them before the revulsion had taken over and short-circuited her thoughts.

      “The question is, who gave the wizard to the harpy?” a voice asked behind them.

      The three spun, each striking a defensive stance. A guy stood on a low boulder. His spiky black hair stretched toward the canopy overhead and his hands to the ground, and his blue eyes were calm; there was no menace in his stance. He wore a pair of blue jeans and a button-up green shirt. However, although his dress was mostly human, there was something about him that wasn’t purely mortal. His ears! They had a slight point to them. Actually, most of his facial features were angular, like those of a Light Elf.

      “Who are you?” Azure demanded, stepping forward.

      He hopped off the boulder and bowed slightly, a series of sparks trailing him as he moved. “I’m Ever of the Light Elves, at your service,” he said, winking one of his almond-shaped eyes.

      “You’re the one who has been following us,” Gillian accused, scanning the canopy overhead.

      “Guilty as charged,” Ever confirmed, turning his focus to the gnome.

      “Are you the reason we haven’t encountered more dangers?” Gillian asked.

      “Are you accusing me of taking out creatures that would have preyed on you?” Ever asked, the smile that hid from his mouth dancing in his eyes.

      “I think I am,” Gillian agreed. Azure noticed that the gnome had puffed his chest out, as if he were protecting them.

      “Well, they were in my way too. I couldn’t have successfully spied on you if I hadn’t taken care of those creatures,” Ever said with a laugh.

      “Why were you spying on us?” Azure asked, chin held high and wand even higher.

      “For the same reason a gnome has decided to accompany a ragtag crew on a death mission. It’s freaking fascinating to watch this all unfold. This is history in the making,” Ever said.

      “This isn’t a death mission!” Azure protested.

      “Well, no, not anymore, because I’m here,” Ever declared, putting his hands on his hips proudly. He was tall and lean, but had a nice breadth to his shoulders. “I’ll ensure that you get into the Land of Terran safely, since you’ve passed all the tests.”

      “Tests? What are you talking about? Are you the one who caged the Kilomea?” Azure asked, repulsion suddenly covering her face. She didn’t care what people thought of Kilomeas; they were creatures with emotions and desires like everyone else, and deserved to be respected. She reached for the knife the Kilomea had given her and felt a bond with it. Although witches and wizards were not commonly trained to use a knife, she was going to learn now. Being in the Dark Forest had proven that she couldn’t just rely on her magic.

      “Oh, no. I’d never do such a thing as to cage a magical race or creature. I think I know who is behind it, though, and you’ll meet them once you enter the Land of Terran,” Ever said, casually striding forward, sparks trailing him as he did. Light Elves were an interesting race, considered to be quite peaceful.

      “The humans? You think they set that trap?” It was Monet who asked the question this time. He stood at Azure’s shoulder looking both protective and skeptical, two expressions he rarely wore.

      “I do,” Ever confirmed. “I’d also venture to say they are behind this great wizard’s death, but I can’t prove it.”

      “Charmsgood? You think the humans killed him?” Azure asked, her blood starting to boil in preemptive anger. If that was true, then she was going to burn down Terran. How dare they? Who were these people, that they caged wild creatures and killed ancient wizards?

      “I think they did, but it is only a guess based on my own intuition,” Ever clarified.

      “What good is a Light Elf’s intuition on this matter?” Gillian asked.

      “Well, about as good as a human’s, which I happen to be as well,” Ever said.

      He was both human and Light Elf. That made sense, Azure thought, studying the sharp features that were reminiscent of a Light Elf’s, especially his nose and ears. However, his eyes were more almond-shaped and his mouth was full. He did resemble a human in some ways with his softer features. He was tall like a Light Elf, but had that ordinary look she associated with humans.

      “You’re a hybrid?” Gillian asked.

      Was that what half-beings were considered? Azure hadn’t really thought about it since finding out she was half human. Really, she’d only considered herself as cursed since then.

      “I think of myself as something in between. That’s why I mostly spend my time here.” Ever gestured vaguely around.

      “You mean in the Dark Forest?” Azure said.

      “I think he means between the Land of Terran and the Light Elves’ Castle,” Monet whispered to her.

      “But you can’t get into the Land of Terran, can you?” she asked.

      “No, and with your current appearance, neither can you. However, I think I can help you with that,” Ever assured her.

      “Are you offering me your assistance?” she asked, realizing that Charmsgood’s dead body was only a few yards away. She hustled several yards farther from the decaying man.

      “I guess I am,” Ever said.

      “But why?” she asked.

      “Because you rescued a Kilomea and got through the Sinner’s Muck easily and figured out how to pay the toll,” Ever said.

      “You’ve been watching us that long?” Monet sounded offended.

      “I have,” Ever kept his eyes on Azure, “and I know that Azure has a noble mission.”

      “Princess Azure,” Gillian corrected.

      “Yes. I know that Princess Azure has something important to recover from the Land of Terran,” Ever said.

      “Her father.” Gillian clapped his hand to his mouth as if he had misspoken…again.

      Ever nodded, his eyes still pinned on Azure. “Yes, her father, but something else of importance as well.”

      Did he know? He seemed to. But how could this hybrid know that she was seeking her mother’s soul stone? She hadn’t spoken of that since entering the Dark Forest. She thought Ever held a deep wisdom in his eyes, and there was a purity about him that slightly endeared him to her.

      “Okay, you can help,” she finally agreed. “What can you offer?”

      The half-Light Elf pointed to the forest floor beside her, and a light sprang into the air, spiraling again and again as it enlarged.

      “An illegal gate!” Gillian yelled, shock on his face.

      “Indeed it is, but no need for you to report it,” Ever said to the gnome before turning to Azure. “I can offer you the secret of going unnoticed into the Land of Terran. I can get you in there, but you’ll have to follow me to Earth to do that.”

      Without thinking, pulled in by the hovering light, Azure took a step forward. Monet caught her shoulder, spinning her around. “No! Did you hear what he said?”

      “Yes, he said he’d help me get into the forbidden land. That’s one of the many things I hadn’t figured out how to do yet, and he’s supplying the answer,” Azure told him, her voice growing adamant. She didn’t know this character, but she knew he had been helping them since they’d entered the forest. She’d felt his presence in the canopy, and had wondered why there weren’t more creatures attacking them. It was because of Ever. Something about that told her she could trust him. And she’d passed his tests, without even knowing she was going through them.

      “Where are you taking her?” Monet asked, his gaze on Ever and his tone sharp.

      “She needs new…well, everything. Her entire appearance needs to be changed,” he said, sweeping his hand at her.

      “Why don’t you look in the mirror before saying such things? Your hair is the color of coal.” Monet crossed his arms on his chest. Witches and wizards prided themselves on the fact that their hair was unique and always a vibrant shade.

      “That’s exactly what I mean. There’s no way she’ll get into the Land of Terran like that. But on Earth I can get her clothes, change her hair, and secure the necessary forms.”

      “Why can’t you do that here?” Monet asked, still not budging.

      “Because, my dear wizard, we’re in the middle of a gigantic forest. But if she comes with me through this portal here, I can remedy her witch look.” He pointed at the spiraling white light.

      “I’m going too,” Monet declared, taking a step forward.

      Ever held up his hand. “I really must insist you stay here. I can’t take more than one through the gate. It’s illegal, as you must know. The more who pass through, the more risk that I’ll be caught. However, what if I promise to bring you back a souvenir?”

      “I’m listening,” Monet said, crossing his arms on his chest again, his chin held high.

      “I hear that in some stores on Earth, they have supersized bags of Cheetos,” Ever related, with a smile that showed his pointy bicuspids.

      “I deem this venture to Earth completely safe.” Monet rounded on Azure. “We’ll be here when you return.”

      She let out a disappointed sigh. “I see your priorities are in the usual place,” she said, stepping forward until she was even with Ever, who stood before the white light. She wanted to trust him, and she really didn’t have much of a choice anyway. This was just part of the journey. If it would get her closer to saving her mother, she’d do whatever it took—even venturing to Earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure watched the light spiral around her as she stepped through the portal. If her mother knew she was on Earth…well, she’d probably laugh. Soon she’d either be queen, or outcast. Why would it matter what she did at this point?

      Her stomach sank to her knees when her feet met the ground and she thought she’d be sick, but instead she rose to her full height and shook her head. She refused to get sick on a foreign planet. But as soon as I’m back on Oriceran I’m puking on Monet’s boots, she thought to herself.

      “Made the journey in one piece, did you?” the stranger with the jet-black hair asked her.

      She looked at the Light Elf named Ever and nodded. Strangely, his ears were suddenly less pointy. “Wait, if you can do that, then can you get into the Land of Terran?” she asked, indicating his ears.

      “Probably, but I have no reason to risk it. One Reveal charm, and the people of Terran would have me thrown into a dungeon or jail or whatever they do with trespassers,” he said, waving her forward as they walked through a shiny hallway crammed with people.

      Just then Azure noticed the area around her. It wasn’t just strange—it was unworldly. Lights hung in the sky, which wasn’t a sky at all but rather a sort of ceiling. And around her people hurried by carrying strange square bags and holding things to their faces.

      “Phones,” Ever supplied. “Nearly everyone on Earth has a cellphone. You’ll see them pressing the things to their ears or tapping on them excitedly. There’s a lot of that, especially in Santa Monica, which is where I’ve taken you. Humans are obsessed with phones.”

      “What’s Santa Monica, and why have you brought me here?’ Azure wondered.

      “Because you have blue hair and look like a pirate. I had to take you somewhere they wouldn’t judge your look, and where better than Santa Monica where freaks are welcomed?” Ever informed her.

      “Sounds like you’ve spent a lot of time on Earth,” she told him as a woman carrying a tiny dog in her purse passed them.

      “My mother is from here, and I visit her in the summers. She actually lives down the road from here in Malibu.” He pointed nonspecifically over his shoulder. “However, we are here to make you look human enough to pass in the Land of Terran, so follow me. First things first—we’ve got to fix that hair.”

      “Are you sure? I love my hair,” she complained as he pulled her along by her elbow.

      “It’s great. I love it too. But show up in the Land of Terran with blue hair and they will chuck you in jail faster than you can pull out your wand. Believe me, there’s no easier way to spot a witch than by her radical hair color.” He tugged her in the direction of a high desk where a bored girl sat.

      Ever grinned at the girl, who immediately smiled back. “Hey, baby. How are you today?” he asked, leaning over and sliding his arm around her shoulder.

      The girl batted her extremely long eyelashes and blushed. “I’m good,” she replied. Just then Azure noticed Ever’s eyes dart to the book on the desk next to her.

      “Oh, good. Well, hopefully I get to hear more about that later. For now, Ms. Lennox is here for her color appointment,” he said, indicating Azure with his hand.

      She wanted to protest, but instead just watched as the girl nodded, picking up a device next to her and speaking into it. “Ms. Lennox is here for you, Allison.”

      Azure turned to Ever, who leaned in close. “When the real Ms. Lennox shows up, I’ll take care of her. I have a way with women, so don’t worry. We needed to take her appointment.”

      “I have no idea what’s going on here,” Azure whispered furiously. And the truth was, she didn’t. She didn’t know why this planet smelled so funny, why the people were so drab with their dirt-colored hair, why they were standing on these strange shiny floors, or why everything around them was slick and looked brand new.

      “Ms. Lennox! You look different…” a woman who had just walked up called from beside the desk.

      “She had a tummy tuck. How dare you mention it!” Ever exclaimed, a gasp emerging from his mouth.

      “Of course. I only meant—”

      “You only meant to be quiet,” Ever told her, as he checked over his shoulder, probably for the real Ms. Lennox. “Change her hair to blonde and give her beach waves. Don’t listen to a word she says. She’s still on painkillers from the surgery.”

      The lady nodded and led Azure to a chair that moved up and down. She remained completely silent as things were done to her.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck have you done to me?” Azure asked, pulling a blonde strand in front of her face and eyeing it.

      “It’s called blonde, and you look great,” Ever reassured her.

      “My hair should be blue!” she insisted.

      “And blue hair is only for witches and not humans. In the Land of Terran—”

      “I am human, though,” she said, cutting him off.

      “Yes, but the witch in you rules your features. You’ve got the strange light blue eyes of a witch, and the hair to match. That’s why we need to stop by an optometrist’s office. But first we’ll change your wardrobe. And if you’re good, I’ll buy you frozen yogurt at the end,” Ever promised.

      “Frozen yogurt?” she asked, not sure she wanted the answer.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll thank me later. I might even come up with a better surprise for you, but only if you stop gawking at all the people passing by,” he said.

      “I can’t help it. Did you see what that woman… Wait, that was a woman, right?”

      “It was.”

      “That woman had some sort of enchantment done to her chest!”

      “Boob job. Yes, those are common here. Not really enchantment as much as enhancement. Very painful too, I’m told,” Ever imparted.

      “Why would anyone want to enhance their boobs?” Azure asked.

      “I can think of a reason or two.” Ever gave her a sideways smile. “Okay, we’re here. I’ve set you up with a personal shopper. She’s going to get you out of the explorer-wear into something hip that will pass in the Land of Terran. Don’t come out of this store until you’re cool enough to be in Vogue.”

      “I don’t understand most of what you just said,” Azure told him, staring at Ever who was checking out a girl who had dropped a bag the size of her head. These people must all be setting off on great expeditions.

      “This. Is. Bloomingdales. And. You. Must. Enter. Now,” he said, his words clipped. “There’s a woman named Monica who will help you. Go.”

      Azure made to move, but then didn’t. “Wait, why are you helping me? You just showed up, and now you’ve taken over. What’s the deal?”

      Ever looked at Azure. Really looked at her, for once not distracted by the flashy lights around them. “I saw your face when you were in the forest. When you were talking to Monet,” he said, and dropped his chin before continuing, “Azure, this is about more than the crown, isn’t it?”

      “What did you see?” she asked at once.

      “I saw a willingness to face danger that only one who either wanted the crown for selfish gains would take, or someone who wanted to save another would dare. Your boots were mostly clean when you exited the Sinner’s Muck, so I’m guessing you aren’t doing all this for the crown, are you?”

      “It’s my mum,” she said, staring at her hands. Ever had made her stash her wand in her shoe, which made walking uncomfortable. “She’s sick. Really sick.”

      “That’s along the lines of what I suspected, and that’s exactly why you need to get in there and put on clothes that pinch and hurt. They will make you look human, and that’s how you’re going to get into the Land of Terran.”

      “And what will you be doing while I’m undergoing torture treatments?” she asked.

      “I’m having your documents forged. You have to have the correct identification and forms to enter the Land of Terran. We have to go to a special place to pick them up, and I suspect you’ll get a big laugh out of the whole thing,” he said.

      “I seriously doubt it,” she assured him, stepping into the store with its strange artificial lighting and strange ladies wearing too much makeup who stared at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “How am I supposed to walk in these?” Azure asked, carefully stepping out of the store.

      Ever had given the lady a strange green rectangle and she’d allowed them to walk away with the clothes and new shoes. Now Azure’s hiking clothes, which the saleswoman had said should be washed pronto, were in a plastic bag.

      “Try walking heel-toe,” Ever suggested, pulling Azure onto a staircase that fucking moved.

      “What the hell?” she exclaimed, trying to jump but realizing that the strange shoes with thick heels wouldn’t allow it.

      “It’s called an escalator, and unfortunately I’m going to tarnish your simple Oriceran world a bit more. I need to take you to Universal Studios—which means nothing to you—where you’re going to see a whole lot of things that will challenge your visual cortex,” Ever said.

      “Huh? What? Why?” Azure stuttered, her attention on the tight jeans that were making it tough to breathe. She was also wearing a see-through tank-top over a black bra, according to the saleswoman. Azure had tried to pay attention as best she could, but as soon as she was shoved into a closet and told to dress, she kind of went into a daze. Ever had told her that magic on Earth was a problem, and so for the first time since she was a child, Azure had pulled garments over her head. It wasn’t at all pleasant, especially since the clothes all fit tightly and the shoes were a joke. Apparently they weren’t, according to the saleswoman.

      “Wedges are the newest trend,” the lady had said, sliding Azure’s foot into the shoe.

      The young witch had grabbed her wand in time to slide it down the back of her pants. Hiding that she was a witch was becoming tougher and tougher.

      “What are those?” Azure asked when they had exited the gigantic structure into another gigantic structure.

      “Those are cars,” Ever explained. “They take you from place to place.”

      “Like magic?” she asked.

      “No, like science,” he corrected, holding up his hand as one of the large moving things slowed down beside him. He opened a compartment door for her. “Get in.”

      Azure slid into the thing, really detesting the way it smelled. Everything on Earth smelled strange, artificial.

      Ever muttered something to the guy in the front and sat back next to her. “So when you’re in Terran, don’t use witches’ magic. You’ll notice they have their own brand, but you’re not ready to use it yet.”

      “Humans draw from Oriceran, don’t they?” she asked.

      “Yes. Their magic is elemental, but that’s why it has restrictions.”

      “Restrictions? Like what?”

      “Well, your magic comes from within, right? You’re limited by what’s inside you and what spells you know.”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Well, humans are limited by the plants and materials around them,” Ever continued.

      “But those items are finite!” she said.

      “Exactly, which means?”

      “That they run out of magical sources,” she finished.

      She was quiet for a moment. “You said you were half human. Your mother—tell me about her.”

      “She’s just a human. Not from Terran. Not even from Oriceran. Just a crazy hipster wanna-be in Malibu,” he said.

      “So that means that your father opened an illegal portal and came to Earth, right?”

      “Yes, and after my birth, he went back. I’ve been living between the two planets, but I swear if you turn me into the Silver Griffins I’ll haunt you,” Ever threatened. The Silver Griffins were the council responsible for policing magic on Earth, ensuring that humans didn’t realize it existed.

      “I think your secret is safe with me, since you currently have me at your mercy in this strange place,” Azure assured him, staring out the window as the moving thing they were in slowed in front of a strange orb rotating inside a fountain of cascading water.

      When they’d stopped, Ever exited and held out a hand to Azure. “My lady, please come with me so we can get your papers for the Land of Terran.”

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked, stepping out of the compartment.

      “To the Wizarding World of Harry Potter.”

      Azure’s chest buzzed with sudden excitement. Maybe she was about to meet one of the ancestors who had come over before the portals closed thousands years ago? Maybe this Harry guy could help her.
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      “Where’s Harry?” Azure asked.

      “He’s not really here,” Ever said, pulling her past a large castle.

      “But…”

      “This is a place devoted to a fictional wizard named Harry,” he explained.

      “Fictional?” Azure asked, looking around at the village of Hogsmead. It appeared real. “So Earthlings build fake places for people who aren’t real to exist? I really don’t get it.”

      “I know. It doesn’t make sense unless you live here. Harry isn’t real, but this is the place he’d live if he was.” Ever gestured to the castle at their back.

      “But witches and wizards don’t live in castles, since we are nomads by nature. I mean, I live in a house, but most Virgoans live in small huts and cottages,” she said.

      “I knew you wouldn’t get it. Anyway, we are just here to get your papers for the Land of Terran.”

      “So let me get this straight: the papers I need—”

      “Forged papers,” Ever corrected.

      “The forged papers I need, you had to get from someone here in a fake wizarding community on Earth?”

      “Yes, that’s correct. Make perfect sense, right?”

      “It makes as much sense as these uncomfortable shoes you’ve made me wear.”

      “Which make you look stunning, by the way,” Ever said.

      “When do I get my blue hair back?” she asked angrily.

      “As soon as you like. Just get into Terran and get back. What all are you looking for, by the way?”

      “A man, and a witch’s soul stone,” she told him.

      “Oh, well, we might want to pick up some hair dye for the road, then,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      “Two rum and Cokes.” Ever directed the statement to a girl on the other side of a bar. The bartender was wearing a pointy hat and a flirtatious look. Ever seemed to make most human girls blush.

      “Why is everyone in this place wearing those funny outfits and hats?” Azure asked. He’d taken her to a pub in the Wizarding World of Harry Potter. This wizard, according to the posters she’d seen, did use a wand like hers, but he also flew on a broomstick, which was a magic she wasn’t familiar with.

      “They are dressed like house elves,” he explained a bit dryly, handing her a glass of dark liquid. She noticed that the light that trailed most of his movements was absent on Earth.

      She burst out laughing. “Do you find it a bit offensive that on Earth they think elves wear funny hats?”

      “If I was offended by all the things Earthlings do, I’d have no time for anything else.”

      “What is this?” she asked, holding up the glass.

      “Two of the best beverages ever invented, mixed together. Rum and Coke. Drink it,” he encouraged.

      Azure brought the glass with its cold liquid to her lips and sipped. It was sweet and syrupy, but not like the liquor Gillian had shared with her. This one bubbled in her throat and went down much easier. “Wow that’s good!” she exclaimed and took another long drink, nearly emptying the glass.

      “Slow down there, Princess. You need to have your head about you for the Land of Terran, especially after all the work I’ve done.” He patted his jeans pocket where the documents he’d bought were stashed. Strangely, he’d purchased the forged papers from a man who stood beside something Ever had called a train. Apparently it wasn’t a real train, but one this Harry guy rode in the fictional world. None of it made sense to Azure, but she was starting to get used to the feeling.

      “So which do you like better, Earth or Oriceran?” she asked, twirling her blonde hair around a finger. She didn’t like the color at all, but after watching many of the people around her she’d realized how well it made her fit in. Not many she’d seen on Earth had vibrant purple or emerald-green hair or bright blue eyes. She’d paused when she went to the restroom, staring at her brown eyes in the mirror for entirely too long. Ever had bought her contacts that took her half an hour to put in, but which in fact changed her eye color. Humans had all sorts of ways to change their appearance. It was almost as if they were thoroughly unhappy with how they were made.

      “One can’t choose between Earth and Oriceran. That’s like saying you like day more than night. They each have a unique beauty and purpose. One isn’t better than the other.”

      Azure nodded. “Will you teach me how to use human magic?”

      “Not now. It will take more time than I’m guessing you have. If you chose to cut through the Dark Forest then you must be in a hurry, am I right?”

      “You’re very observant. And yes, I need to return my mother’s soul stone to her as soon as possible,” she agreed.

      “I will tell you how human magic works on Oriceran so you can recognize it.”

      “They don’t have magic here on Earth, do they?” she asked.

      “No, not unless they’ve been on Oriceran recently and it hasn’t run out yet. The two planets operate differently, as you’ve already witnessed,” Ever said.

      Azure scanned the ceiling, examining the bright fixtures that held the humans’ sources of light. Electricity was a power that Azure didn’t trust. It was like cars, which didn’t operate using magic, but rather science. That seemed like an unstable set of laws to base one’s power on.

      “Anyway, witches and wizards rely on the power within them for magic, and use spells and potions to manifest results. Humans pull from rocks, plants, water, et cetera. A strong human can use their intention to create a charm, like the enchanted metal bars on the pit where the Kilomea was,” Ever said.

      “So you do think a human set that trap.”

      “I know one did. I’ve found them all over the Dark Forest. The message is clear: they don’t want witches and wizards around their land.”

      “Yes, the things they do to witches and wizards when no one is around to witness is pretty horrific. They hate us,” she spat, seething.

      “I’d say, based on the look on your face, that the feeling is quite mutual.”

      “Well, we wouldn’t fight them if they weren’t so disdainful to us,” Azure said.

      “When does the bitterness end?”

      “If you think we should turn a blind eye to their abuse, well, that ended when someone in Terran infected my mother with a virus that stole her magic and will possibly steal her life.”

      Ever’s eyes dropped, the seriousness that wrote itself on his face making Azure feel validated. Now he knew how important this was. She wasn’t just a girl with a grudge against a species. She had reasons for her fury.

      “Humans can also create things using their magic, but only if they have something to build from. For instance, see that?” Ever said, pointing at a strange object hanging on a wall. The small people that were on it doing various things, mostly activities Azure didn’t recognize.

      “Yes. What is it?”

      “It’s a television. If the rumors I hear are true, you’ll see those in the Land of Terran.”

      “They smuggled them from Earth?” Azure asked.

      “Maybe some of them, and I’m sure that much of what they have comes from the black market. However, if they have a remnant of something, then they can recreate it. Whereas a witch can manifest from nothing, humans need to have materials to build from.”

      “Well, we can’t always manifest from nothing. It depends,” she explained.

      “Of course, but the magic inside you offers different benefits than human magic. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “So humans leech magic from the elements and then they create a television or something else they want by using it?”

      “Yes, but very much like in Cinderella, they need a pumpkin to create a carriage or mice to make drivers,” Ever said. Then, reading the expression on Azure’s face, he shook his head. “Oh, you haven’t heard of Cinderella, I forgot. You really have to get off Oriceran every now and again.”

      “What do you call this?” Azure gestured at the bar, where humans were chanting at the television as a man on it ran across a green field with a ball in his hand. “Anyway, I think that despite your bizarre reference, I understand what you mean. I can create fire from nothing, but a human would need both the energy drawn from something elemental and a material to combust.”

      “Bingo! Yes, they could use a stack of wood to create fire or a can of gasoline. The material has to make sense, though. They can’t just create a car from a tree. They’d need to start with something that had once moved. And to create a television, they’d need an electronic device. I actually make a killing selling broken appliances on the black market,” Ever said, indicating a bag he’d been carrying since they’d left Santa Monica.

      “Human magic is complicated,” Azure groaned.

      “As are humans. And yes, I’ll teach you how to use your human magic if and when you return from the Land of Terran.”

      “Thanks for the confidence,” she said dryly.

      “Well, I’ve given you what you need to get into the Land of Terran, but I don’t know what you’ll face once you enter. I’ve never been inside its borders, so I can only guess how strange it is,” he said.

      “You live in the Dark Forest. Isn’t that kind of dangerous?”

      “Danger is a relative term. The forest gets a bad rap. It’s wild, full of mystery and riddles, but it also makes complete sense to me. Yes, I almost die every day I’m there, but I kind of love the thrills. And actually, I only venture into the Dark Forest on occasion. I spend most of my time in safer areas. A man has to sleep, you know,” he said, draining his drink until only ice cubes remained.

      “Are you outcast from the Elves because you’re half human?”

      He shook his head. “No, not really. I mean, I’m an in-betweener, so in some ways I think I’m more special than regular old Light Elves.”

      “But you’re different. And when people are set apart in some way, it’s hard for them to fully integrate into a society,” Azure said.

      “Yeah, and imagine leading people when you’re not like them,” he said, his blue eyes discerning.

      “Yes, that’s kind of my point here. It’s pretty futile to think I’ll win the approval of my people.”

      “You recruited a gnome on your voyage. You shook fucking hands with a Kilomea. I had merely dropped into the forest on a whim when I spotted you and Cheeto-boy. Now you have a whole crew at your service on this mission. How on this damn planet do you think you won’t win over the Virgoans?” he asked, holding up two fingers at the bartender to order more drinks.

      Azure’s fingers found the soul stone at the nape of her throat. It pulsed in her grasp. “What color is this stone?” she asked Ever.

      He gaped at her. “It’s blue, obviously. Why does that matter?”

      “It’s the first time that a Virgoan’s soul stone hasn’t been in the purple color range. I have an amethyst of the wrong color, and that’s not something I know how to change. I’m not like my people, so how can I lead them?”

      “Your strength might very well lie in that difference. As a hybrid, I understand both Light Elves and humans. I know how they think. Once you’re acquainted with the human side of yourself, that might be true for you, too. And just think, who better to lead the Virgoans than someone who knows how to protect them from their greatest enemy?” Ever offered.

      “Someone who knows how to create peace with their greatest enemy,” Azure replied, taking the fresh drink. “We better take these to go. I don’t want Monet and Gillian to worry.”

      Ever gave Azure a knowing look. “There you go, thinking like a leader.”
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      Azure stepped through the portal, stomaching the experience better than the first time. She was actually so happy to see Monet that she gave up the idea of puking on his boots. She rushed toward him and Gillian, who were stationed next to a cluster of trees. However, Monet didn’t look happy to see her—he yanked out his wand and brandished it at her.

      “Stop where you are!” he yelled, and then his eyes focused on something behind Azure. She slowed and turned to find Ever stepping through the portal.

      Monet had lowered his wand and was currently doubled over gasping. “Azure, you fucking gave me a heart attack. I-I-I didn’t know that was you,” he stuttered between hyperventilated breaths.

      Gillian, who didn’t at all looked startled, leaned back on the tree, hands behind his head. “Of course it’s Princess Azure.”

      Monet rose and threw an arm in her direction. “That doesn’t look anything like Azure,” he said to the gnome.

      “I’m right here. You don’t have to speak about me like I’m not. And I’m not a ‘that’,” she grumbled, pursing her lips, which were covered in something called lip gloss. It was sticky and apparently served no utilitarian purpose at all.

      “You merely see with your eyes, young wizard,” the gnome said, closing his own eyes and looking as if he would doze off.

      “Oh, fuck me! I only see with my eyes. What on Oriceran was I thinking?” He blew out an exasperated breath.

      “We brought you something.” Ever changed the subject. He had a bag full of various items he’d bought on Earth. From its top he pulled a large bag of Cheetos.

      “Oh man, you’re my best friend,” Monet gushed, taking a large step forward, his eyes wide.

      “What the hell? What about me?” Azure asked, thoroughly annoyed.

      “I don’t even know you, Blondie,” Monet said, plucking the bag of Cheetos from Ever’s hand and opening them at once.

      “It’s me—Azure.”

      Gillian cracked an eye and closed it again. “I admit Ever created quite the transformation, but you mostly look like the Princess.”

      Monet raised his chin and regarded Azure for a long moment, then shook his head as if trying to rid himself of a gross feeling. “I don’t like it. What are you wearing? I can see your undergarments!” He pointed at her see-through tank.

      “Apparently it’s all the rage with humans,” she told him. She didn’t get it either.

      “Yeah, they are such bad seamstresses that they can’t even make clothes that cover them properly. And those shoes! Remember when you turned up your nose at the modest heels your mother wanted you to wear to your coronation? These are monstrosities compared to those. And with those on, you aren’t going to get far in the Dark Forest,” Monet said, cramming Cheetos into his face, which Azure kind of wanted to punch right then.

      “Good thing she doesn’t have much more forest to pass through. Actually the next bit is really easy to cross,” Ever said.

      “Why is that?” Azure asked.

      “Because it’s mostly devoid of plants, trees, and rocks. Well, let’s call it what it is. It’s barren,” Ever said.

      “Why?” Azure asked, but then she knew. “The humans… You said they pull their magical energy from the elements. Have they stripped the area around the Land of Terran?”

      “Good, you’ve been paying attention,” Ever quipped, hiking the bag up on his shoulder. “Now I’ve got to take my leave, but you’ll be fine. Well, or you’ll be imprisoned for the rest of your life. Either way, I’ve done all I can at this point.”

      “You’re leaving?” Azure asked.

      “Indeed. I’ve got deliveries to make.” Ever patted the bag on his shoulder.

      “They can’t imprison her for life. She’s royalty.” Monet scoffed.

      “It doesn’t really matter to the Terrans. If they catch her, she’s a trespasser, and their law clearly states they can imprison anyone who trespasses illegally into their land,” Ever explained, mostly indifferent.

      “What about my soul stone? Do I need to hide it?” Azure asked, realizing that the low neckline of her shirt didn’t cover the jewelry.

      “You must have it in case you get hurt. And since it isn’t purple like other witches’ and wizards’, I wouldn’t worry about it,” Ever said, pointing at the leather band on Monet’s wrist that held his purple amethyst to clarify what he meant.

      “What should we do?” Monet asked, indicating himself and Gillian.

      “I’m going to take a much-needed nap,” Gillian announced, pulling his bowler hat down over his eyes. He didn’t look at all interested in the present conversation.

      “You will wait here,” Azure said. “I don’t want you any closer to the Land of Terran than this. You two will get me caught immediately.”

      “What does that mean?” Monet said.

      “It means you both reek of nonhuman,” Azure explained, a lump rising in her throat. If she hadn’t already dislodged her soul stone, she’d think she was about to cough it up.

      “Okay, but if you’re not back in a day I’m coming after you,” Monet said, and then caught an expression on Ever’s face. “Scratch that. If you’re not back in a day, then the elf is going in after you. Ever, you can pass into the Land of Terran, right?”

      “If I desired to do so, although I never have. We’ll wait and see. Hopefully it won’t come to that,” he said. “I’ll be back from my deliveries by sunrise tomorrow, and we’ll reconvene here afterwards.”

      Monet clapped his hands, but he didn’t look like his normal self. “Then it’s settled. I’ll stay here and drink the gnome’s flask, and you, Azure, will storm the Land of Terran. Put something gnarly in their well, like pickle juice.”

      “Yeah, after I somehow magically locate my father,” she agreed, her head suddenly feeling crowded. Before now, Azure hadn’t really thought about how she’d find her father. A detection or connection spell might work, but she hadn’t really mastered either yet. She felt slightly haphazard now, having set off on this mission without planning the most crucial part. She had expected the solution to occur to her as she journeyed through the Dark Forest.

      “I thought about that while you were off gallivanting on Earth” Monet slipped his hand into his robes and withdrew a bottle with dark green liquid sloshing inside it. “Although I had few resources and a gnome who wouldn’t quit babbling, my extraordinary talents allowed me to mix a scrying potion.”

      Azure’s mouth dropped open. If the potion worked, it would allow Azure to see her gran and possibly talk to her if she was close to her own scrying bowl. Sometimes the potion was used for spying on others, to watch them and determine their circumstances, but if two people both had scrying potions then they could communicate. It was impressive that Monet had been able to create such a complex potion under the present circumstances. Maybe he could one day take Charmsgood’s role in Virgo as the Potions Master after all. “You made a scrying potion? Why?”

      He dropped his eager smile, deflating. “Because you need to know how to find your father, and I’m guessing there’s a batty old woman back in Virgo who can tell you. I really did think of everything.”

      There hadn’t been much time for her gran to tell her how to find her father before she left. She’d told her where—the Land of Terran. Maybe she would know, or could tell her how to create a detection spell. She took the bottle from Monet. It didn’t look to be exactly the right color for a scrying potion, but at least she didn’t have to drink it. “Thank you, Monet. I really don’t know what I’d do without you,” she declared.

      “Your life would be pathetically boring, I’m sure,” he assured her. “Now get the fuck out of here already. I’m going to get sloshed, and I can’t do that with you lingering about, all afraid to continue your death mission.”

      Azure nodded, but didn’t much feel like saying goodbye. She turned her attention to the Light Elf. “Thanks, Ever. I really appreciate you helping me.”

      “No problem. I’m always happy to help if the cause is righteous,” he said with a wink as he backed away. Then he turned and strolled for the trees, his figure slowly becoming indistinct.

      “Gillian, I realize you’re asleep and really tried your best not to help at all, but I just want you to know that I appreciate your expertise and will never tell another living soul that you were at all helpful,” Azure told the gnome, who was laid out with his hat covering his face.

      He let out a loud, fake snore in reply.

      “Okay, I’m off,” Azure said to Monet. His robes could use a wash, but she still walked forward to hug him. There was no one who understood her quite like Monet did, and so leaving him right then felt wrong. It felt like leaving behind a part of herself. However, there were some things she needed to do alone, and instinctively she knew this was one of them. Being queen was a lonely job, and it started now.

      “Dear Azure, please don’t make me have to risk my pretty face to save you,” Monet said, his chin still pressed into her shoulder. He pulled away and looked her straight in the eyes. “Go in there and do what you’ve got to do, but remember why you’re there. It’s because you’re meant to rule Virgo.”

      “I hope you’re right,” she said, a tender smile on her mouth.

      “Fuck, those brown eyes are tripping me out. When you return, I want you to get back your freaky blue hair and bright eyes. No more of this drab human look,” he said.

      “You got it,” Azure said and turned, leaving her best friend and the bag her gran had packed for her behind. What she sought now resided in the Land of Terran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever had said that she had less than a mile to the gates of the Land of Terran. Immediately upon exiting the grove of trees where she’d left Gillian and Monet, she knew what Ever had meant about the land bordering Terran. Her heart shattered when she spied the forest ahead. It looked as though a fire had ripped through this section, scorching the trunks of the trees and killing their roots. The leaves of all the trees were dead, hanging lifelessly from the branches.

      As Azure neared the first trees, she reached out a hand to touch the trunk. The tree swayed slightly and then turned to ash, scattering in the wind. Azure pulled her elbow to her face to protect it from the soot that whirled around her. The ground under her wedge heels was gray, and the dirt looked barren. Humans had done this. They’d drained all the energy from this area of the forest.

      In the Virgoan realm it was commonly understood that they used Oriceran, but also gave back to the planet. Land was used for crops, but not for more than a decade. It was given time to rest. For every tree cut down for building, two were planted. And often there were celebrations that fed the winds, rain, sun and moons. It was this type of lifestyle that had kept the homes in Virgo small and the people rather simple. They didn’t live outside their means.

      Azure wanted to cry, staring at this dead forest, but she didn’t dare risk tears for fear her makeup would wash off. She kept walking, almost meditating, trying to find a way to heal the plants around her as she passed them. Her magic could definitely be employed to grow new plants. There were many things she could do, but she’d risk depleting her magic, which she might need in the Land of Terran.

      Azure’s eyes squinted against the sun filtering through the burnt trees ahead. Soon it would be down and she’d need to be inside the borders of the Land of Terran by then. The terrain ahead was hard to make out due to the sunlight in her eyes, so she didn’t notice the hunched figure until she was already in the small clearing. The man’s head turned to the side; he seemed to have heard Azure behind him. He stood and whipped around to face her, his trench coat whirling behind him as he did.

      “What are you doing here?” the man demanded, his eyes dragging over Azure from head to toe. He had a chiseled jaw that matched his slicked-back and molded hair. In his hand he had a potion bottle half-full of crimson liquid. At his feet were seedlings, the only green in this section of the forest. A potion? What was this human doing with a potion? The humans of Terran didn’t buy such things from witches and wizards. Unless… Charmsgood’s dead body, mangled from the harpy attack, flicked into her head.

      “I was taking a walk,” Azure told him, frustration crushing down on her. That was the best she could do? A fucking walk.

      The man cocked his head to the side, skepticism written on his face. “You’re from Terran, correct?”

      Azure guessed it was her fashionable clothes that caused him to make this assumption. Well, that, and she was just outside their borders.

      “Yes,” she said, sliding her hand to her hip and around to her back, to where her wand was stashed behind the waistband of her jeans.

      “Then you know better than to be outside our borders. The rogue dryads could be out here,” the man warned, corking the potion bottle in his hand and slipping it into his coat.

      “I was looking for a power source to leech,” she explained, backing up with her wand in her hand, although it was still behind her back. Was this Charmgood’s murderer? She remembered Ever saying that someone had to have given the Potions Master to the harpy. That was how it commonly worked. Offerings were usually given to harpies.

      “We’re harvesting right now. If you were from Terran, you’d know that a source will be delivered to city center tomorrow,” the man said, his eyes tightening.

      Azure had fucked up before she’d even entered the Land of Terran. However, if this was Charmsgood’s murderer, then she’d kill him here and now. He was just a fucking human, and they apparently didn’t have souls.

      Then she remembered she was half human. Ever was, too. There had to be something good in this species.

      “Where did you get that potion, and what are you doing with it?” Azure asked, her eyes drifting to the area where the man had been hunched a few moments before. It was a regrowth potion, something only one wizard she knew could create.

      “How do you know this is a potion?” the man asked, stepping forward.

      “I guessed as much. Where did you get it?”

      “Look, you’re not to tell anyone in Terran what you’ve seen here. What is your name?”

      Azure shook her head. “I won’t. And my name is Candace,” she said, remembering the name on her fake identification. Candace Smith. If she could just stall for a minute, she might be able to place a memory enchantment on this man, wiping the encounter from his mind.

      “Candace, why don’t you come with me? I’ll escort you back into the Land of Terran,” the man said, but there was something incredibly wrong in the way he said it. And if this was Charmsgood’s murderer, then Azure couldn’t go anywhere with him. He was dangerous. She took two large steps backward, shaking her head.

      “No. Stay away from me,” she said.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “That’s no way to speak to the Duke of Terran. You will be punished for this.”

      The man held up a hand, but Azure didn’t wait to see what he’d do next. She yanked the wand from her pocket, making his eyes widen with shock.

      “Paralizovati!” Azure yelled, a streak of bright light streaming from her wand and hitting the Duke between the eyes. He instantly froze in place, petrified. The paralysis spell wouldn’t last long, so she turned and ran as fast as the dumb fucking shoes allowed. She wasn’t sure what sort of magic the man had been about to use on her, but she knew it wasn’t going to be good. Her heart raced inside her chest as she sprinted away from the man who was possibly Charmsgood’s murderer.
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      Azure didn’t stop running until she was too breathless to keep going. If the Duke of Terran was behind the ancient wizard’s death, that probably meant the entire government was corrupt. It could be the emperor himself who was responsible for her mother’s sickness. The paralysis would last for up to another fifteen minutes.

      Heaving ragged breaths, Azure held her wand up and tried to focus. She placed her hand palm-up and conjured a wooden bowl. Something simple like a wooden object was easy to produce, although it wouldn’t last long. That’s why she uncorked the scrying potion Monet had made for her immediately. She emptied it into the wooden bowl and stirred the liquid with her wand as she repeatedly muttered a spell under her breath.

      The green of the liquid faded and was replaced a moment later with a swirling purple that soon took the shape of a woman’s hair. A face came into view and smiled at her.

      “What in the hell is wrong with your face, Azure?” Gran asked from the liquid’s surface.

      “It’s called makeup, and don’t even get me started on my hair.”

      “It’s atrocious. You look so ordinary. Are your eyes brown? Why would you want poop-colored eyes?” Gran asked, shaking her head of purple hair, which was cut into a bob.

      “I have no idea. You don’t even want to know what I’m wearing.”

      “I’m certain you’re right. Imagine my surprise when my scrying bowl called me and I find your face in it, looking as boring as an empty cauldron,” Gran marveled.

      “Yes, thanks for asking if I’m all right. I was just nearly killed by Charmsgood’s murderer. I’ve been on Earth, and I almost ended up spending forever glued to a patch of pretty flowers,” Azure said.

      “Charmsgood. Did you say he’s been murdered? Are you sure?” Gran asked, her wrinkles deepening from the horror on her face. Charmsgood was as old as she was, and had served their family as Potions Master for hundreds of years.

      “I saw his body. He was attacked by a harpy. And I just ran into the Duke of Terran who had a restoration potion,” Azure said.

      Anger overwhelmed Gran’s features, replacing the grief previously written on it. “Oh, dear me. I never liked that man. He’s no good. Stay away from him.”

      “I paralyzed him,” Azure admitted.

      “I told you to stay away from him and don’t draw attention to yourself,” Gran said, her image swaying slightly as Azure’s trembling hands caused the bowl of liquid to move.

      “I didn’t mean to. I walked up on him while he was using a regrowth potion on the forest. Charmsgood is the only wizard around who knows how to make one, correct?”

      “As far as I’m aware. And curious, since restoring the forest sounds like a good thing to do. Why would the Duke be doing such a thing?”

      “Well, for one, the humans of Terran have pretty much killed this part of the Dark Forest. Also, I think he’s trying to get the rogue dryads off Terran’s back,” Azure explained, checking behind her to ensure she was still alone.

      “Oh dear, this is sounding worse and worse all the time. No wonder they closed their borders to outsiders.”

      “Gran, that’s not why I scried you. I need your help.”

      “Oh, and by the way, your mother is livid about your and Monet’s disappearance. She doesn’t know where you are, though, and I won’t tell her. Two can play the secret game.”

      “What did you tell her? You must have said something.”

      “I did,” Gran told her proudly. “I told her that you and Monet had run off together because you were pregnant with his baby. She’s angrier than I’ve ever seen her.”

      Azure actually laughed at that. “Thanks. I just puked in my mouth.”

      “You’re welcome. I figured that it was the best lie to throw her off your scent. And since I knew that idiotic clown would accompany you on your travels, it was a great story.” Gran craned her neck, trying to see what was around Azure. “Where is that worthless piece of shit, by the way? I hope he didn’t get himself killed.”

      “I left him with a gnome. They’re getting drunk in a grove of trees.”

      Gran nodded as if that made perfect sense. “So why did you scry me? I hope it wasn’t to just catch up, dear. That’s a waste of a scrying potion, and by the way, this one is fairly horrible. Your face keeps blurring.”

      “Monet made it from leaves and dirt or something.”

      Gran lifted a chiseled eyebrow, looking impressed. “Maybe you should breed with that boy.”

      “Okay, that’s fine. I didn’t need to keep the contents of my stomach down anyway,” Azure said, shaking her head. Gran loved saying things that made her granddaughter sick. “Anyway, I need to ask you something. How can I find my father? The Land of Terran is fairly large, so I need a detection spell.” Just then, she noticed the buzzing sound in the distance. It was faint, but had been growing louder for the last minute.

      “Yes, you ran out of here before I could help you with that. I’ve got a better solution than a detection spell. Azure, you’re half human, so tapping into that part of yourself will be the best way to find your father. Your soul stone is the key. You have to use human magic to have the soul stone lead you to him,” Gran said.

      “But I don’t know how to use my human magic,” Azure said. “I mean, I know I have to draw from the elements and use intention, but I—”

      “It sounds like you do know how to use it,” Gran interrupted, cutting her off.

      “Why can’t I use witches’ magic to have my soul stone lead me to my father?”

      “Because you’re trying to find someone who is a part of you, and the best way to do that is to use his brand of magic. Using witches’ magic might just lead you back here.”

      “Fuck! That makes sense,” Azure said.

      “Naturally. Now, if my ears aren’t deceiving me, I hear a horde of trevor beetles approaching. They’ve been getting closer since we started talking.”

      “What are trevor beetles?” Azure asked.

      “Nothing to worry about, unless they get any nearer. They usually travel in large swarms and can devour flesh in a relatively short time. However, if you get to a body of water, you can throw them off your scent,” Gran told her calmly.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Azure asked, wheeling around to spy what was over her shoulder. For now she could see nothing, but the buzzing was louder now than before.

      “I never kid, and you should get out of there now. Time is running out.”

      “Okay, thanks. This conversation was mildly helpful,” Azure said.

      “You’re absolutely welcome, my dear child. Come back soon. I need your help picking out a gown for my birthday celebration,” Gran said.

      “Yes, that’s my top priority. Love you, Gran.” Azure tossed the bowl and its contents to the ground and raced in the direction opposite the buzzing at her back.

      She held up her wand as she ran, turning it into a dowsing rod to lead her to water. It twitched to the left, so Azure made a hard turn and sprinted in that direction. The air suddenly felt cooler as she ran, a good sign that there was water close by—the one thing that could save her from the flesh-eating beetles.
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      Azure chanced looking over her shoulder and instantly regretted it. In that moment of distraction, the fucked-up heels she was wearing caught on a root and she tumbled forward, meeting the dirt face-first.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Azure sputtered as she negotiated her feet back under her. The buzz now rang in her ears—those trevor beetles were close. If she dared to turn around again, she figured they’d be in view. Her mind raced over spells she could use to defend herself from the flesh-eating beetles. However, if Gran told her to run toward water, it was because that was the best solution.

      Azure set off again, keeping her eyes on her feet as they moved over branches and roots. The only saving grace about this section of this barren forest was that the vegetation had dried up, making it easier to traverse. The wand in her hand twitched to the left again, and Azure followed it, sprinting around a boulder that looked more like a mound of ash. The humans had stripped everything from this part of the forest.

      Once around the boulder, Azure’s heart leapt at the sight before her. There was a lake. It wasn’t like the ones that bordered Virgo, which were full and nestled between rolling green hills. This lake looked to be drying up, but the water still rolled up on ashen banks. Azure pulled off the wedge heels, wishing she’d thought of that earlier. She left them at the tree line and raced for the lake, which was a grayish-green color. The water lapped onto her feet as she reached the shore, but she didn’t stop there. She dived forward, swimming out until she couldn’t touch bottom.

      The buzzing was almost deafening, but when she turned, the swarm of black beetles hovered by the tree line. They bounced in the air, looking like one beast rather than several hundred hungry insects. The swarm darted to the left several feet and then back again. The buzzing intensified, becoming practically deafening. Azure waded in the water, not fully breathing as she watched the swarm. She considered swimming farther into the lake, but the murky water wasn’t inviting like the clear waters in Virgo. Who knew what lurked in this lake? Azure sure didn’t, since she couldn’t see more than a few inches into the water.

      On the banks of the lake the trevor beetles had moved closer to the water and were darting high above the surface. Thinking they were about to dive at her, Azure sank all the way under the water, submerging herself completely. She held her breath, looking up at the surface. Her chest burned from the lack of oxygen, but she still didn’t return to the surface. She’d rather lose brain cells to oxygen deprivation than have her face eaten off by trevor beetles. Priorities were important.

      A stabbing pain screamed in Azure’s arm. Thinking the beetles had figured out how to get to her, she whirled around to see something that she hadn’t expected. Staring at her through the murky water was something beautifully terrifying—a mermaid. She had a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth, and regarded her with a terrifying stare. The creature’s black hair billowed in the water, which was now laced with Azure’s blood. She reached for the wand in her pocket as she broke the surface, swimming toward shore as fast as her arms and legs could propel her. Once in the shallows she pulled her feet under her and strode through the water, the current trying to do her a favor by pushing her forward.

      She felt a sharp stabbing pain on her ankle, and Azure broke into a run. She wasn’t going to be eaten alive by insects, but rather by a mermaid. Fuck. The pretty sea creature grabbed her by her injured ankle. She fell to the sandy beach, swallowing a mouthful of the gross lake water as she did. Azure rolled over and held the wand up at the mermaid, who was dragging herself forward on her stomach using her claws. Her hungry green eyes glowed, and then faded. The monster tilted her head side to side, lowering her lips over her pointy teeth, confusion on her elegantly beautiful face.

      “You’re a witch,” the mermaid exclaimed, her voice high-pitched.

      Azure didn’t answer, but took this opportunity to pull her legs up as she backed by using her hands.

      The mermaid spit to the side. “I knew something about you tasted off,” she said.

      A violent throbbing brought Azure’s attention momentarily to her arm, where she found a set of teeth marks. Blood ran down her forearm and puddled in her hand. That fucking mermaid had nearly taken a chunk out of her! And her ankles were scratched in several places from the beast’s sharp claws, which were now piercing the sand as she pulled herself forward another foot.

      “What is a witch doing here?” the mermaid asked, twisting around and sitting on her bottom, pulling her emerald-green tail in front of her. The waters of the lake rocked the mermaid slightly. Azure backed up another foot, only too aware that the trevor beetles could be nearby.

      The mermaid’s demeanor had shifted dramatically. Instead of looking hungry and murderous, she now looked curious.

      “Wait, you don’t want to eat me now because I’m a witch?”

      The mermaid laughed. “Everyone knows that eating witch will make you violently ill. As it is, I’ll probably vomit from the small amount of your blood I ingested.”

      “Oh well, then I guess I’m safe from the trevor beetles,” Azure told her, pushing to a standing position, her arm screaming from the action.

      “Trevor beetles aren’t affected by witches’ blood, just sea creatures. That’s why you’re usually safe around water,” the mermaid replied, flicking her tail in the water as if she were playing with it.

      “So you’re not going to eat me? Well, maybe you can fucking apologize for the injuries,” Azure snapped, regarding the wound on her arm.

      “I’ll do you one better. Wrap that seaweed over there around your injuries—it will counteract my venom. If you don’t, you’ll start hallucinating within the hour,” the mermaid explained, pointing at a mound of seaweed on the shore.

      Azure regarded the mermaid with a great deal of skepticism. Only a moment ago she had been running through the water to evade this sea monster. Now the creature was casually offering her homeopathic remedies? Still, the wound on her arm felt like it was on fire, so she moved over to a patch of seaweed and wrapped it around her arm. It immediately soothed the laceration, cooling it and easing the pain.

      “You eat humans, huh?” Azure asked. “That must be why this place is deserted.” She noticed now that the lake was large, extending for many leagues. The visibility in the immediate area made it hard to see the other side of the lake, though. A hazy smog sat on the far side of the greenish waters.

      “I usually eat fish, but since the humans depleted my home, I’ve resorted to eating them. However, the forest and its creatures have started to rebel against their wastefulness, and therefore they rarely come out of their borders anymore. And if the rogue dryads catch them they’re screwed,” the mermaid said.

      “They’ll turn them into statues, right?”

      “So you’ve heard of one of their ways of punishing those who violate their laws?” the mermaid asked.

      “I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” Azure told her, shivering at the visual of the statues with their horrified faces.

      “The rogue dryads have been growing angrier. If they catch a human depleting the forest around the lake, their sentence as a statue will be quite long. Actually, I’ve heard a rumor that they’ve been trying to break into the Land of Terran to punish the humans for what they’ve done. However, I learned that from a sea turtle and they aren’t always reliable sources,” the mermaid said.

      “What if someone were trying to regrow the forest?” Azure asked, thinking of the Duke and the restoration potion.

      “Maybe they are trying to calm the dryads, or even reduce a statue’s sentence. But it is just as likely that they’re simply running out of close resources, so they’re trying to restore the areas they’ve ruined. Humans can be very shortsighted,” the mermaid remarked.

      Azure wiggled her nose when a foul odor passed in the breeze.

      “Yes, it does smell here, thanks to the receding waters. The tide goes down and leaves sea life abandoned on the shores.”

      “That’s awful,” Azure said, but was struck by an idea. It wasn’t a good idea, because it would steal much of her energy. However, she watched the mermaid, who had a light expression on her face but sadness brooding under the surface. Her tail flicked in the dark waters. This was her home, and humans had taken so much from it. It would break her heart if this happened to Virgo.

      Making up her mind, she held her wand to the pristine blue sky, where not a cloud could be seen. Azure closed her eyes, feeling a storm brewing in her chest. That was the most necessary part for the spell—the intention. The next part was the incantation, which she’d have to speak aloud due to the complexity of the spell.

      “Kiša,” Azure said in a whisper, but the intensity still lived in her chest. That meant it hadn’t worked yet. She opened her eyes to see the confused look on the mermaid’s face. “Kiša!” Azure boomed, her voice like a drum, making the water of the lake vibrate.

      The blue sky dimmed and clouds instantly appeared above them. Azure turned her focus to the mermaid, who was sitting in the shadow of a gray storm cloud.

      “You… But that would have cost you greatly! To make it rain takes the power of many witches,” the mermaid sputtered.

      “Or the deep reserves of a single witch,” Azure stated. This was a spell her people had performed many times to avoid droughts. It was the reason that the hills of Virgo were a dazzling green and their wells were never low. Water was the greatest gift witches and wizards could bestow.

      “Young witch, you have no idea how greatly you’ve blessed my home. Thank you!” The mermaid turned on her stomach and dragged herself to the lake just as the first drops began to fall. Big fat drops that were reminiscent of the first showers of spring.

      “You’re welcome,” Azure called, watching the rain patter on the shore. It wouldn’t completely heal the lake, but it was a start, a bandage. She’d do more one day, if she could.

      The mermaid turned when she was submerged in the water, her head bobbing in the lake. “My name is Farrah. I’ll tell the Merfolk of your kindness.”

      “Thank you. I’m Azure,” she said, and then remembering Gillian’s advice she added, “Actually, I’m Princess Azure.”

      “Princess Azure, where are you headed?” Farrah asked.

      “To the Land of Terran.”

      A dark look crossed the mermaid’s face. “I hope you’re going there to make them suffer.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Well, you’d have to walk around the lake, which would put you in the Dark Forest at night fall. However—” Farrah dived into the water and disappeared. Azure, confused, batted her eyelids against the drops, blinking rain out of her eyes. She was now soaked again. Ever would be pissed if he saw her coated in mud.

      The water in front of Azure rippled just as Farrah’s face popped from the lake. In front of Azure a surface broke through the water. A slippery surface, with ridges that resembled the spine and ribs of a creature.

      “My friend has offered to transport you across the lake,” Farrah told her.

      “What? Who is your friend?” Azure asked, reluctantly eying the thing that lurked just under the water’s surface.

      “He’s a sea dinosaur, but you can’t formally meet him. Sorry. They are quite shy, which is why they are rarely spotted. Anyway, he’s perfectly safe, and crossing the lake with him will deliver you to the Land of Terran in minutes rather than hours,” Farrah said, smiling to reveal her sharp teeth. She was beautiful, if one got past the fact that she could eat them.

      “Okay,” Azure finally agreed, realizing she had little choice. She needed to enter the Land of Terran soon. Her mother’s life and her crown were riding on what happened next. “Thank you, Farrah.”

      “Thank you, Princess Azure,” the mermaid responded, holding her face up so the rain pelted it straight on.

      Azure took a step, then remembered she was barefoot. She turned to the shore, pointing her wand at the horrible heels sitting on the bank. The effort it took to levitate the shoes and pull them to her was excruciating, but she reached out and grabbed them when they reached her. Then she stepped onto the back of the sea dinosaur, securing her footing on the animal’s slick skin. As soon as she was in place the creature drifted away from the shore, moving like a boat. Farrah laughed, giddy from the rain, and ducked under the water, her tail flicking the surface as she swam beside them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure would have fallen on her tailbone a time or two if it wasn’t for a stability enchantment she placed on herself. It wasn’t that traveling by sea dinosaur wasn’t smooth. She actually preferred that mode of transport over cars, which stopped often and went really fast. To her, there was something unnatural about strapping oneself into a small compartment and racing down concrete roads. Azure hadn’t even seen concrete until she reached Earth.

      The sea dinosaur slowed as they neared the opposite shore. Farrah had swum beside them, sometimes showing off by jumping into the air and somersaulting above the water. Azure understood, though. The rain had infused the mermaid with momentary bliss. It had been worth it. Placing her hand on the soul stone around her neck, she felt its energy pulse. She would be able to draw from the stone in a pinch, but that was only advisable in an emergency. Once power was withdrawn from the stone, it couldn’t be restored.

      Azure stepped off the sea dinosaur, her feet sinking deep into the wet sand on the shore. “Thank you,” she said to him, although he probably couldn’t hear her since his head was under the water with the rest of him.

      Farrah’s head popped up a few yards from the shore. “I wish you luck in the Land of Terran, Princess Azure.”

      “Thank you. I’m going to need it.” Azure stared down at her soaked and muddy clothes. She didn’t have enough magic to clean herself up. The most she would be able to do was a drying spell, but she doubted it would be entirely effective.

      “If you ever find yourself in Mer territory, tell them you’re a friend of the mermaid Farrah. It is a currency that will earn you the instant favor of my people and their assistance should you ever need it.”

      “Thank you, I’ll remember that. Best of luck to you!” Azure called through the rain that continued to patter on the surface of the water. The shower should fall for at least another hour or two, refilling the lake and hopefully revitalizing some of the plant life around the shore. Azure gave the lake and Farrah one last look and headed back into the forest.
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      The rain dissipated as Azure entered the forest, which was as barren as the area on the other side of the lake. Actually, this stretch of forest looked to have been mowed down in places. As she continued walking, the burnt-looking trees thinned and were replaced by stumps. The humans had clear-cut this section of the woods. How could Emperor Richard have allowed this? Didn’t he realize how shortsighted he was being?

      Azure’s thoughts carried her across the stump-riddled forest until a large wall came into view. Dread mixed with anticipation made her throat tighten. She was finally at the Land of Terran. “Finally” was a strange term to use, though. A series of dangerous and complex adventures had brought her to this place, but she’d only just set out that morning. How could that be the case? It felt like it had been a week since she’d dislodged her soul stone at the coronation and found out she was human. She had tried not to think of her mother, suffering from the virus, but now, as she stared at the gated wall before her, her anger overwhelmed her. Azure wouldn’t leave the Land of Terran until she’d found her father, recovered her mother’s soul stone, and punished these people for what they’d done to the forest. Maybe she’d return with the dryads so they could turn the Terrans into statues.

      She paused when her feet met concrete. While slipping on her wedge shoes, Azure noticed that there was a small building with a uniformed guard standing at a window. It reminded her of the security Ever and she had passed through when entering the Wizarding World of Harry Potter. The thought of Ever made Azure tense. She remembered that he had been adamant about her appearance being perfect, telling her that the people of Terran were all about looks, as she scanned her mud-stained jeans and the damp shirt that hung from her shoulders.

      Azure withdrew the soggy papers Ever had forged for her. She pulled her wand from her back pocket and flicked it at the papers, drying them instantly. After the small spell, her shoulders sagged slightly and she had the urge to lie down and sleep for many hours.

      Aware that the guard would see her if he looked up, she pointed her wand at herself. Using a spell, which relied on a single word, was beyond her strength at this point. Invocations were easier but less effective. However, that was all she could summon at this point.

      “Clean appearance for my own sake, return me to before the lake,” Azure chanted. She swept her wand over her body, conscious that the movement had to be deliberate and her focus sharp. Her clothes dried at once, and the mud around her toes and streaked down her jeans disappeared. She felt her hair tighten back into loose ringlets that fell over her shoulders. The enchantment wouldn’t last long, but hopefully it would get her through security.

      She strode forward, walking like the women she’d seen in the mall. They all had an air of entitlement about them, their noses held high.

      There was no one in line when Azure reached the security booth. The guard glanced up at her and then down before taking a second look.

      “Hello, Miss. Entering the Land of Terran?” the guard asked, shoving a handheld electronic behind him like it was something that would get him in trouble if seen.

      “Yes, that’s correct,” Azure said, her hands shaking slightly as she laid the papers and her identification on the window’s counter and slid them forward.

      “Where did your travels take you?” the guard asked, his eager eyes pinned on Azure.

      “I-I-I,” Azure began, trying to determine where humans would go when venturing outside of Terran. “I had business in the Light Elves’ Castle.”

      “You did?” the guard asked, his head tucking back on his neck.

      “Well, those pesky people needed by expertise on some designs for the castle. They paid me handsomely to save their rundown fort from looking like a shack,” Azure elaborated, trying to relate the things rumor had said. Her mother had shielded her from humans, and now she knew why. She was one of them.

      “I know what you mean. I’ve heard their castle is full of antiques. Like, who would want that kind of stuff when you could have brand new things?”

      “Exactly. I told them to throw it all out and go with a modern look.” Azure laughed to herself. The Light Elves’ Castle was considered to be incredibly beautiful, with its ancient artwork that dated back to when the portal between Earth and Oriceran had last been open thousands years ago. Throwing out those things would be a crime, but of course this human wouldn’t agree.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re helping them, but you’ve taken quite the risk leaving our borders. You’re only the second person I’ve checked through the border today,” the guard told her.

      Azure was certain she knew who the other person was. Charmsgood’s murderer. She ground her teeth together at the thought of the Duke of Terran.

      “Have the dryads been spotted out here?” Azure asked, indicating the forest at their back.

      “Oh, yes. They turned a dozen Terrans into statues last week. They had left in the morning to fill their reserves, and never returned. As you know, that’s why they’ve started bringing in the harvest,” the guard said.

      Azure didn’t know and had zero idea what the guy meant, but she was going to find out. First I need to rest, she thought, feeling exhaustion cloud her brain.

      “The sun is going down, so I’d better hurry and get home,” she said, wondering where she’d sleep. Witches, as nomads, were used to sleeping outdoors or wherever they could find a suitable resting place. The key was that she’d need to stay hidden. Azure eyed the wrought-metal gates in front of her. The letters “LoT” adorned the front of the gate, and behind them a pristine sidewalk with shrubbery was visible.

      “Yes, of course,” the guard agreed, taking her papers and reading them. The space between his brow creased as he read the form and scanned his eyes over her identification. “Well, Ms. Candace Smith, do you have anything to declare?”

      Yes, she had something to declare. That humans were fucking monsters. “Uhhh…” Azure said, wondering what he meant.

      The guard stuck his head out the window, looking her over. “It doesn’t seem as if you brought anything back with you. Is that correct, or do you have items to declare?”

      “Oh, items…right. No, I left with nothing and I’m returning with nothing,” Azure said, relieved that she’d figured out what he meant.

      “You might still need to go through Customs if you were at the Light Elves’ Castle. The Duke has asked that—”

      “I’m sure that’s not necessary,” Azure said, cutting the guard off. The last thing she needed was for Duke Fuckface to know she’d entered the Land of Terran. “Look, I’m super-tired and really need to get home.” That wasn’t a lie, but she hoped that the way she batted her eyelashes at the guard would convince him.

      “I totally understand, but I have to do my job,” the guard replied.

      “How about I rest up and buy you a drink tomorrow night to pay you back for making this whole process go quickly?” Azure said. Ever had taken her to a bar, so she guessed that was something humans did on dates—although that wasn’t how she’d thought of her time with Ever. They were friends, and he was going to save her if she fucked everything up here. But that wasn’t going to happen, because Azure was going to succeed.

      The guard pursed his lips and straightened the nametag on his uniform. It read “Robert.”

      “I guess I could make an exception for such a beautiful young lady. And I’d never pass up a chance to enjoy her company. Let’s meet at the Del Rio Wine Bar on the West Side.”

      “That sounds great,” Azure said, taking her papers from Robert. She absolutely wanted to buy him a drink for letting her into the Land of Terran.

      He pressed a button on the wall and the gate released, slowly receding to make way for Azure. She took a step forward, pulling air into her lungs. Entering the land where her father lived made her feel like she was waking from a dream. Azure blew out the breath and continued forward.
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      The Land of Terran couldn’t look more different from Virgo. The concrete road stretched before her, a sidewalk on both sides, and grassy yards bordering it. Not grass, actually. Azure realized that the bright green grass-like stuff was more like a rug. And the palm trees that flanked the road, well, they were made from plastic.

      Azure hiked down the sidewalk, noticing that the houses sat on the hills around the town. She guessed that the city center, which she was approaching, was where the shops would be found. On this side of town there was little traffic, probably because this was the border entrance. However, she spied bikes and small cars crossing the intersection ahead. The various vehicles honked at each other, many of the drivers wearing angry expressions. Everyone in Terran seemed as if they were in a hurry, like they were all trying to make it home before the sun set.

      Although Azure knew she needed to figure out what her gran had meant about using human magic to enchant her soul stone, that would have to wait until she rested. Right now, she needed to find a place to sleep. She crossed the intersection, nearly being run over by a tandem bike. The riders held up angry fists and shook them at her. Ever had told her that in Santa Monica pedestrians had the right-away when crossing the street, but apparently that rule didn’t apply in Terran.

      “Watch where you’re going!” a lady yelled from the back of the bike.

      Azure sorely wished her magical reserves weren’t depleted so she could actually cast spells. She’d make that woman grow a beard that reached her knees, like those of the ancient wizards in Virgo. Oh, she’d have fun for days, giving humans ingrown toenails and cowlicks that couldn’t be tamed with hair gel. It would absolutely ruin their lives. However, she had real business to attend to.

      The city square, a manicured set of roads that bordered a fountain with park benches around it, came into view. Around the edge were stores with brightly glowing signs. What had Ever called those on Earth? “Neon signs,” Azure remembered.

      She walked on, watching as the humans entered and exited shops, smiles plastered on their faces. Witches and wizards didn’t walk around smiling. That was a wasteful thing to do. They only smiled when something made them happy, and remained neutral otherwise. It was considered disingenuous to grin for no reason in Virgo. These people embodied the term “disingenuous.”

      “Fabulous hat, Molly,” she heard a lady say farther down the sidewalk.

      “Thank you! I picked it up at Neiman Morcus,” the women replied. She was wearing a black hat with a brim and a cylinder. “They call it a ‘top hat’ on Earth. All the rage.”

      “Oh, I love Neiman Morcus, but did you hear that we’re getting a ZalMart? Those are apparently one-stop shopping places on Earth,” the other woman told her.

      “I’ve heard, and I can’t wait. I need a new toaster. I only have three. I can’t believe they’re only good for one use,” the lady said.

      Something was off about the Land of Terran, Azure noticed now. The people were all wearing exaggerated clothes, like tutus and monocles. And Neiman Morcus? She’d seen a store in the mall in Santa Monica that had a similar name, but it was Neiman Marcus. Was it possible that the humans, in their study of Earth, had gotten things a bit wrong? Ever would be able to tell Azure when she returned.

      A blast of cold air hit Azure’s back when someone opened a door behind her. It was air conditioning leaking from a restaurant. Too curious, Azure waited for the group to exit and then entered the place. Dispensers lined one wall, and excited teenagers and adults had small bowls they were filling from the machines.

      “Do you want a sample, or do you know what you want?” a guy with dark skin and a bowtie asked.

      “Huh?” Azure said, looking at the kid dumbfounded.

      He handed her a small plastic spoon. “We have thirty-two yogurt flavors. Taste and decide which ones to fill your bowl with, then you can find the toppings over there,” the guy explained, pointing at a counter where candy and fruits of various colors were arranged.

      Azure didn’t have any money, but realized suddenly that she was starving, not having eaten since lunch. She took a handful of small spoons from the guy and strode off to the machines. Watching a father help his son, she observed there was a lever that one pulled down to make the frozen yogurt dispense. She centered herself in front of a machine labeled peanut butter and pulled down on the handle. A dollop of yogurt dripped into her spoon before she lifted the handle back to its original position. Azure brought the spoon to her mouth, feeling the cold before it touched her lips. She didn’t know what Cheetos tasted like, but fuck those nasty chips. Peanut butter frozen yogurt was the best thing on Oriceran. She threw the used spoon into a bin and used another to take a different sample from a new machine.

      The yogurt wasn’t really filling, but what she’d ingested would have to do. Once she’d emptied her hands of the sample spoons, Azure slipped out of the yogurt shop, hoping no one noticed she didn’t buy anything. On the streets, lamps were starting to flicker to life. They used the same electricity she’d seen on Earth, which meant that the humans were powering it somehow using magic. Azure stared at all the shiny shops with their bright lights. No wonder they’d sucked up so much of the forest! It would take half the Dark Forest to keep this place going.

      Up ahead, Azure noticed a larger store which people exited carrying big bags. Something about the store with its oversized lettered sign caught her attention. It was named Bed, Bath and Along. That seemed like the right place to hide and sleep.

      The doors automatically opened when Azure approached the store. She brushed past a lady at the front, who gave her an annoyed glare. “We’re closing in five minutes,” the woman told her.

      “I’ll be done in two,” Azure assured the woman, heading to the back. Rows of towels and shiny merchandise bordered the aisle. The whole experience reminded her of the mall, where people bustled around looking dull, but with every hair was in place.

      Azure’s instinct—which a witch always relied on—brought her to the back of the store, where curtains of various colors hung. She guessed they were samples, based on their small size. Blankets and pillows were stacked on shelves, all things that the consumers of Terran could buy for their homes. In the center of the store display sat the best thing Azure had seen all day—a bed. It was covered with a soft white comforter and had a huge stack of fluffy pillows arranged on one end.

      “You will be mine,” Azure said, pointing to the pillows.

      The frozen yogurt had been good for more than fulfilling her hunger. It appeared to have restored a bit of her magic. Sugar was lethal in large amounts, but restorative in small doses. Azure tucked herself behind a row of sheets, hiding from view, and pulled her wand from her pocket. She pointed it at herself and said, “Nevidljivi.”

      She instantly disappeared, becoming invisible. The spell wouldn’t last for more than half an hour, but the lights overhead dimmed the very same minute she disappeared, which meant she would soon have the store to herself. More importantly, she’d have that bed to herself and could rest properly until morning.
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      “Hey, Princess, time to get up,” a voice said in Azure’s head.

      She peeled her head up, to find a blurry figure standing in front of her. Azure had fallen face first into the cloud of delicious blankets and remembered nothing else from her night sleeping in Bed, Bath and Along. Now a woman was standing in front of her, and she apparently knew who she was. Her eyes adjusted to find a girl with blonde hair to match her own snapping her fingers in her face. She had a pointy nose, and an easy smile on her face. “Oh, there you are, Little Bo Peep,” the woman said.

      “Princess. You know I’m—”

      “A bum,” the woman cut her off. “Look, if my manager had found you here, you’d be in the city jail right now.”

      Azure sat up, her head swimming with nerves. The woman probably didn’t know she was a princess. Humans were so weird, always using strange expressions. Virgo didn’t have a jail because, well, punishments were exact, and imprisoning people was cruel. Well, unless they’d cut down part of the Dark Forest. Maybe Terran did need a jail.

      “Sorry,” Azure said, scooting to the side of the bed. Her magical reserves had returned to normal. She stared down at her jeans and shirt, which were once more covered in mud. She could only imagine how her hair looked.

      “Why did you make our bed display your bedroom last night?” the woman asked, tidying up the blankets and pillows as Azure pulled herself upright.

      Azure’s mind scanned acceptable answers. She burst out with, “I had a fight. It was awful. I stormed out of the house, and then…”

      The woman measured her with a sideways glance, then nodded. “Boyfriend troubles, is it?”

      “Yes!” Azure said, too fast. “He’s a pig’s liver.”

      “Pig’s liver, huh? That’s a new one I haven’t heard. Is it from Earth? I would have called him a douche, myself.”

      “Yeah, he’s a fucking douche,” Azure agreed, glad that the woman was commiserating with her instead of calling the authorities.

      “What’s his name? Maybe I know him and can spread a bunch of awful rumors around Terran?”

      “Robert,” Azure said, the guard’s name popping into her head.

      The lady’s face dropped with shock suddenly. “Robert Travolta? The guard at the border entrance? I’m sorry to hear that. He’s like one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.”

      “Well, why don’t you date the douche liver then?” Azure snapped, unsure if her reference made any sense at all. She guessed by the girl’s face that it didn’t.

      “Sorry, I’m sure things are different when you’re intimate with someone. Anyway, I hope you two work it out, but I’ll help you until you do,” she said. “Did he hurt you?” The woman’s eyes were on Azure’s jeans.

      “Oh, no. I just fell when I ran out of the house. And I was going to buy new clothes, but left my money at home,” she explained, hoping this made sense.

      “I totally understand. Look, my name is Heidi. Why don’t you buzz over to my house and clean yourself up? You can borrow some clothes from me until you get things sorted out. Help yourself to whatever is in the kitchen, too,” the girl said, digging in her pocket and withdrawing a shiny key.

      “Oh, wow. Thanks! That’s really nice of you,” Azure said with a wide smile.

      “Of course. I don’t mind. I’ve been there,” the girl said. “I’ll speed over on my lunch break and check on you. Stay there until then so I can grab my key.”

      “Okay, thanks. Where do you live?”

      “One-twenty-six Hollywood Way,” the girl said, handing the key over to Azure.

      She took it, nodding to the girl. However, she was secretly wondering what a lunch break was and why the girl had to wait until then to meet her. Terran was an incredibly strange place.
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      Hollywood Way, according to the stranger Azure asked on the street, wasn’t too far away. She was grateful it wasn’t one of the houses on the second ridge. Those looked like tiny specks, they were up so high.

      Pushing the key into the lock, she turned it and heard the mechanism release. It felt totally bizarre to walk into a stranger’s house, but Heidi had seemed like the trusting type. Maybe she was a witch. In Virgo there weren’t generally locks on doors, because the citizens respected each other.

      Azure pushed the door open, noticing a small cat in the hallway as she did.

      “I’m a friend of Heidi’s,” she told it, closing the door at her back.

      The feline lifted its black face and blinked at Azure. “And she has no idea that you’re a witch, does she?” the cat asked.

      “No, she doesn’t and I won’t tell her you talk if you don’t tell on me,” Azure replied, walking past the cat and heading for the kitchen. Her stomach had been growling all the way to Heidi’s house, demanding food.

      “Witches aren’t allowed in the Land of Terran,” the cat commented, springing from the floor and onto the countertop when Azure entered the kitchen.

      She scanned the space, ensuring she was alone with the animal. “What’s your name?” she asked the cat.

      He blinked at her. “Toby.”

      Cats were one of the animals witches and wizards utilized as familiars. Soul stones were restricted to Virgoans, but cats were connected to all witches and they were the only ones who could hear them talk, which they did too often, it seemed.

      “Toby, I’m here to find out where my father is. He’s human. I have to use my human magic in order to locate him, but I don’t know how to do that.”

      “You’ll need to fill your reserves,” the cat said from the countertop. “Go to the harvest this afternoon. It will be on the far side of the city, on the western side.”

      “Harvest?” Azure said, remembering that the Duke had mentioned it during their encounter in the Dark Forest.

      “Yes. You need to draw from whatever they bring in to use your human magic,” the cat said.

      Azure yanked open a cabinet to find a row of strange foods. “Where’s the good stuff?” she asked aloud.

      “In the cabinet next to the sink,” the cat said.

      Azure abandoned the cabinet she had been exploring and ducked down to pull open the one next to the sink. “Cat food! That stuff probably tastes like three-day-old fish.”

      “Well, you asked, and I told you,” Toby said.

      “And they don’t even give you real food, but some imitation stuff,” Azure remarked, peering into the bag where round bits of food could be found.

      “It tastes fine to me,” the feline countered.

      “Well, in Virgo, we give our cats real fish, chicken, and beef,” she said, instantly feeling homesick. It had only been a day, but already she missed the smell of the House of Enchanted. She missed her mother, and even the wacky characters who could always be found rummaging around her home.

      “Virgo. You’re a long way from home. I’ve heard my mistress’ guest speak of Virgo. It’s a gross place with horrible people,” the cat informed her.

      “It’s a place where people give their cats proper food,” she corrected, pulling a box from the cupboard. It smelled of sugar, which was a good sign.

      “I didn’t say those were my opinions, or even my mistress’s. I’m simply passing along information.”

      Azure poked her finger at the pastry in the box and then picked it up. It was round and had a hole in the middle. She sank her teeth into it and instantly wished she had a whole crate of these things. “What on Oriceran is this?” she asked, breathing in the deliciousness of the heavenly object in her hands.

      “It’s a donut,” the cat answered. “Mistress takes hers with coffee on the weekend. She’ll be annoyed if you eat them all. They’re for special occasions.”

      “What’s a weekend?” Azure asked, lowering the donut from her face.

      “Oh, you’re a weird one,” the cat said, seeming to smile at her.

      An odor attacked Azure’s nose, so she angled her head down to smell her armpits. “Smelly type, too,” she added, taking another large bite of the donut. “Where do I get clean?” Not only did she need to clean the Dark Forest off herself, but the wounds from the mermaid would need to be disinfected. Thankfully the seaweed had helped with the poison, but the cuts were still painful.

      “Down the hall and to the right,” the cat told her.

      “Follow me,” she said over her shoulder to the cat, finishing the donut off with two more bites. “I’m going to need your help figuring out how to work the human stuff and picking out my outfit.”

      “But I’m supposed to be napping right now. Mistress will be sore with me if she shows up and I’m too tired to rub against her legs,” the cat protested.

      “She’ll manage. I’m a witch on a mission, and I need your help. I do believe you’re still obligated to me, aren’t you?”

      The cat jumped off the counter and looked up at Azure, a lazy expression in his eyes. “Yes, felines are forever bound to assist witches and wizards, even here in Terran. But I want you to scratch my belly something fierce after I help you,” he said.

      “I’ll do you one better and tell your mistress to pick you up some fresh fish from the market the next time she’s out,” Azure offered.

      “You’re a good witch. I can already tell,” Toby said, taking off down the hallway to lead Azure to the bathroom.
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      “How do you wash your clothes in Virgo?” Toby, the house cat asked.

      Azure regarded him with an annoyed look. “With magic, of course.”

      “I guessed as much. Watching you trying to operate the washer and dryer was the most entertaining thing I’ve seen in a while,” Toby said, licking his paw.

      “You don’t leave this house, so I’m guessing you don’t see much,” Azure snapped, drying her hair with a plush towel. She hadn’t felt right about wearing a stranger’s clothes. Heidi had already been so generous to offer her the house and food. That was why she’d taken on the complex task of washing her clothes using the electric washer and dryer. Yes, she could have used magic, but she was trying to conserve her resources since she didn’t know what she’d face when she left the refuge of this house.

      “You know, in Virgo cats are allowed to roam free. They are highly respected. Mine is named Finswick, but he’s more a member of the family than a pet,” Azure informed the cat, who jumped off the counter in the bathroom and headed for the hallway where a scratching post stood. He sunk his front claws into the post and kneaded it several times. It was bizarre to see the things humans had created that nature usually took care of. Cats didn’t need scratching posts if they had trees, but Azure hadn’t seen a single plant since she’d entered the Land of Terran. She’d guessed that they’d all been leeched to death.

      “Virgo sounds like a cat’s dream,” Toby said.

      Azure tightened the towel around her, hoping her clothes would be done soon. She was running out of time, and needed to locate her father fast. But using her human magic to enchant her soul stone was currently her largest obstacle. She ran her hands through her blonde hair.

      “Do you want me to teach you how to use a curling iron?” the feline asked, rubbing against the doorframe.

      Azure eyed the device sitting on the bathroom counter. “I think I’ll pass,” she said, grabbing her wand and pointing it at her hair.

      “Oh, you won’t waste your magic to clean your clothes, but you’ll use it to do your hair?” Toby asked, his green eyes skeptical.

      Azure smiled into the mirror at her loose blonde ringlets. “Hey, I have priorities!” she exclaimed, just as the front door closed.

      Azure popped her head out of the bathroom to find Heidi standing in the hallway, a strange expression on her face.

      “Who were you talking to?” she asked, looking around like expecting to find someone.

      “No one,” Azure said. Toby strolled forward, rubbing his body against Heidi’s leg.

      “I could have sworn I heard voices when I was opening the door,” she said.

      “Oh, well, I was talking to myself,” Azure said, pressing past Heidi, conscious that she was wearing only a towel in a stranger’s house. “I used your washer and dryer, so I hope that’s okay. I’ll just grab my clothes and be out of your hair.”

      “Girl, don’t you fret. I’m happy to help. You know, I slept on my friend’s couch for a week after I broke up with my last man-mistake. I could have kicked him out, but I wanted to start over,” she explained, and stared around at her tidy house. “And I think I’ve done pretty well for myself since then.”

      “Yeah, your house is great,” Azure agreed, pulling her clothes from the dryer. They were still hot. Electricity was a strange thing.

      “And I got to keep the cat, so fuck that guy,” Heidi said with a laugh.

      “Good. Toby is a fantastic cat,” Azure said.

      Surprise sprang to the other woman’s face. “How’d you know that his name is Toby?”

      Azure considered pulling her wand from where’d she’d stashed it in her bosom and casting a memory-erasing charm on Heidi. However, that killed brain cells, and she rather liked this lady. She was generous and kind, and besides feeding her cat trash, she was a good pet owner.

      “You told me earlier, remember? You said not to let the cat, Toby, out,” she said, using a complex memory charm on Heidi that might not work without her wand.

      To Azure’s relief, Heidi nodded. “That’s right. Anyway, get your clothes on. The Harvest Celebration starts in less than an hour. My boss gave me the rest of the day off for it.”

      “Harvest Celebration?” Azure asked, realizing she wasn’t pulling off this human impersonation thing very well.

      Heidi simply waved her hand at Azure. “Oh, maybe you call it something different. Anyway, you know, it’s when they bring in stuff from the Dark Forest for us to leech. My magic reserves have been depleted for over a week, but I don’t want to be like those hikers the dryads froze.” She shivered. “Could you imagine being a statue? So creepy!”

      “I’m sure that they only do it to humans who leech all of the energy out of a tree or whatever,” Azure said, heading back in the direction of the bathroom with her clean clothes in her arms.

      “I’ve often thought the same thing. Emperor Richard says that we should always leave life in the things we leech from. However, the Consumer Party says filling our reserves to the maximum is more important than plant life that can be regrown,” Heidi said.

      “Consumer Party?” Azure asked. It made no sense that the humans were being inundated with incorrect information. Growing a tree took decades or even centuries, depending on the type. No wonder their section of the forest was barren!

      “Candace, I’m getting the impression that you’re not from Terran.” Shock covered her face. “Oh my gods! Are you…”

      Azure’s eyes widened as she reached for the wand in her towel. Heidi held up a finger and beamed.

      “You’re from Earth, are you?” she asked eagerly.

      Azure redirected her movement, hugging her clothes to her chest. “Yeessss,” she agreed, drawing out the word.

      “I knew it! You were smuggled through an illegal portal, weren’t you? That’s totally tubular,” she said.

      “Yes, but you can’t tell anyone. I didn’t mean to lie to you.”

      “So there is no ex-boyfriend, is there?”

      “No, and I’m sorry, but—”

      “Don’t be sorry. This is so much better. You’re from Earth!” Heidi said again, and looked down at the cat. “I have a real Earthling in my house!”

      Toby looked at Azure and a hint of a smile crossed his face, like he thought this was incredibly entertaining.

      “You’re not mad? You’re not going to turn me in?” Azure asked.

      “Hell, no! I’m going to pick your brain about all things Earth. You know that we only get information from sources in the black market. Advertisements, old books, magazines. Asking someone from Earth is so much better. You have to teach me all about your ways,” Heidi said.

      It all made sense now. That was why the fashions were so strange and things seemed off. The humans in Terran were using old resources to imitate Earth, but they had obviously missed things in translation.

      “I absolutely will, but first I’ve got to put on some clothes,” Azure said, closing the bathroom door.
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      Azure didn’t think going to the Harvest Celebration was a great idea, but how else was she going to fuel her human magic? She knew it was likely that the Duke of Terran had security looking for her, but he didn’t know that she was in Terran. They’d met in the forest. Actually, he probably thought she’d run as far from Terran as possible. That was what most witches would have done. No one would voluntarily invade the borders of this strange society, except someone who had everything to lose if she didn’t.

      Heidi was waiting for Azure with eager eyes when she exited the bathroom, her skinny jeans and see-through tank fresh and clean.

      “First things first. On Earth, have you been to Los Angeles? That’s supposed to be the entertainment capital, from what I’ve heard,” she asked, speaking rapidly.

      “I have,” Azure confirmed, glad she didn’t have to lie…yet.

      “Wow! Tell me all about it! What’s your favorite part? I hear that the movie stars live there, people like Marilyn Monroe and Abraham Lincoln,” Heidi gushed.

      Azure wasn’t sure what she’d gotten herself into. Not only was she hiding the fact that she was a witch, but she was now impersonating an Earthling. The only thing that made her feel better was that her intuition told her the people of Terran really didn’t know much about Earth and Heidi wouldn’t know if she was lying. “Well, the shopping is great. You can buy anything you want at the mall. Traffic absolutely sucks. And there are theme parks, like this place called the Wizarding World of Harry Potter.”

      Heidi’s bright eyes suddenly dulled. “Oh, a theme park devoted to wizards and witches? That sounds like a horrible place. Why would humans build something like that?”

      Azure worked to keep her face neutral. “We love wizards and witches on Earth. They are considered a really special species, and are revered for their use of magic,” she said, catching the wink Toby gave her behind Heidi’s back.

      “Special species is right, like they all ride the short bus,” Heidi snorted. “The Consumer Party says that witches and wizards are all incredibly poor, and will be extinct in another hundred years.”

      “That’s not true. We just… I mean, they are just conservative. Not wasteful like humans,” Azure said, her voice flaring. “I mean, like us.”

      Heidi regarded Azure with a new expression, one that spoke of a sudden hesitation.

      “Sorry, I’m just passionate about witches and wizards. On Earth, we all want to be like them, hence the theme park devoted to Harry Potter,” Azure said, hoping she’d covered her blunder.

      “Well, we actually have witches and wizards here, but they’re filthy. More disgusting than Kilomeas,” Heidi said, strolling down the hallway to retrieve her keys. Azure followed behind her.

      “Have you ever met a witch?” Azure asked.

      “No, but the Consumer Party details them in their pamphlets.” Heidi pointed her finger in the direction of a piece of folded paper that was pinned to the large box that kept things cold. Azure had eaten something Toby called a Popsicle from there when she was waiting for her clothes to cycle through the washer.

      The front of the pamphlet read, What You Need to Know. This Consumer Party was telling the people of Terran how to act and what to believe. These people were really brainwashed.

      “You ready to go?” Heidi asked.

      “Yes, but tell me, is it possible that I’ll have the opportunity to meet the Emperor at this celebration, or anyone connected to him?” Azure asked and then added, “I’m obsessed with the royal house.”

      Heidi seemed to believe this and nodded. “I totally get it. Frederick, the Emperor’s son, is so sizzling.”

      “Sizzling? Like on fire?” Azure asked.

      “Like fine. He’s drop-dead gorgeous. And no, we won’t have a chance to flirt with him at the Harvest Celebration because the royal family is holding a press conference at the palace. Who knows what it’s about, but we can check it out on the television later,” she said, pointing to a flat screen on the far side of the living room.

      “But if the Emperor and his family aren’t at the Harvest Celebration, how do they restore their magic?”

      Heidi gestured for Azure to follow her as she set off for the door. “The royal family has a greenhouse where they leech their magic. That’s how the maintenance workers fill their reserves, which fuel our electricity. It’s actually a pretty smart idea, and they’ve talked about installing more greenhouses around the city. However, we are still learning how to grow plants. Maybe you could lend some of your knowledge from Earth!”

      Azure followed Heidi out of the house, again noting the fake grass in the manicured yard. “Wait, don’t you grow your own food? How do you get fruits and vegetables?”

      Heidi turned around, her forehead creased with confusion. “Why would we eat fruits and vegetables?”

      “Because they’re part of a healthy diet,” Azure said, speaking slowly, as if Heidi were hard of hearing.

      Heidi laughed. “That’s funny. You’re telling me humans on Earth eat things that grow? That’s so wasteful. They could be leeching magical energy from a carrot rather than wasting it by consuming it.”

      “Well, then it would surprise you to find out that on Earth humans don’t have magic,” Azure informed her, walking next to Heidi on the pavement. Small cars and bikes passed on the road, many of them angrily honking their horns.

      “No way! Those poor humans. No wonder you came here,” Heidi said. “And the poor things have had to resort to eating vegetables? That’s even sadder.”

      Now that Azure thought about it, there hadn’t been any fruits and vegetables in Heidi’s kitchen. It was all packaged stuff, and most of it contained sugar.

      “If you don’t grow your food, then where does it come from?” Azure asked, noticing that they were in a tract of duplicate houses, all with the same straight lines and no individuating details. In Virgo, each cottage resembled the witch or wizard who inhabited it, and was accented with bright colors and artwork. These houses were mostly brown and tan.

      “We create it using magic,” Heidi explained, not moving over on the sidewalk as a group heading in the opposite direction approached. Azure finally veered into the road to make way for them. It was like everyone was out for themselves here, and had no couth.

      “You start with supplies, correct?” she asked.

      “Yes. You want a Twinkie, start with some sugar. We buy that stuff in huge crates from the black market. You can make anything with just a teaspoon of sugar. It’s like gold,” Heidi said.

      “And also like poison,” Azure added, remembering the donut she had eaten earlier. It was now making her stomach churn.

      Azure veered back off the sidewalk as another group of humans passed them.

      “You know, you’re going to have to learn to stand up for yourself,” Heidi told her.

      “Is that why the citizens here don’t pause and allow the other person to go first? It’s like they have no manners,” Azure said.

      “Oh, we are plenty polite,” she said, waving at someone approaching and offering a giant smile. The guy smiled back widely, but neither of them moved over on the sidewalk as they passed, and they knocked into each other’s shoulders.

      “That’s fake niceness,” Azure said when the stranger had passed.

      “Well, the Consumer Party says we have to look out for ourselves first, but to smile as you do it,” Heidi said, turning down a new street.

      There was a large crowd in the distance. It gave Azure hope, that there were so many people here. She wouldn’t stick out, and would be that much closer to finding both her father and her mother’s soul stone. She was aware that time was running out. Monet would be worried and have Ever come after her if she didn’t return soon.
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      The crowd, to Azure’s surprise, was only the line to get into the Harvest Celebration.

      “It’s in there,” Heidi said, pointing to the largest structure Azure had ever seen.

      “What happens in there?” Azure asked, taking her place in the slow-moving line beside Heidi.

      She turned and regarded Azure like she had suddenly turned into a pixie. “Are you serious? You’re the Earthling. I would have thought you’d be the first to recognize a football stadium.”

      “Oh,” Azure said, holding her breath momentarily while she constructed an answer. “Well, this one looks different than the ones I’m used to. Ours are…bigger.”

      Heidi’s eyes widened. “I cannot wait to go to Earth one day. You have to smuggle me through an illegal portal.”

      “The celebration is in this stadium?” Azure changed the subject, trying to peer around the people in front of her. They were almost to the entrance.

      “It’s the only place big enough. And what’s awesome is that we get to go down onto the field for the whole thing, instead of sitting in the stands like if we were watching a game,” Heidi said.

      Azure had absolutely no idea what Heidi meant, but she nodded and pretended it made perfect sense.

      “Hey, will you teach me how to leech and use human magic when we get inside?” Azure asked, her voice a whisper.

      “Absolutely, if you’ll answer a quick question for me. Is it true that Earthlings celebrate the day they were born each year and get presents just for existing?”

      That did seem like a bizarre thing to celebrate. If Gran got presents for each year she had been alive, the House of Enchanted would be exploding with cauldrons and strange potions.

      “Yes,” Azure affirmed, knowing she shouldn’t deliberate on it too long. “They’re called arrival parties. There’s a big feast, and people sing songs to the person.”

      “Wow, that’s crazy. If we did that then I’d be at an arrival party every single day,” Heidi said, striding forward through a hallway.

      Azure followed and squinted in the bright light as they stepped out of the corridor onto a green field that had been carpeted with the fake grass. She spun around, taking in the metal seats that surrounded the pretty green field. There were large fork-like structures at either side of the field, which were flanked by security guards. She lowered her chin and brought her eyes down.

      “It’s coming!” Heidi exclaimed, nearly jumping up and down in place as excitement spilled from her.

      “What is it?” Azure asked, trying to see what was being dragged in from the opposite side of the field.

      “Maybe it will be a boulder like last time, although they don’t have as much energy as a plant, so I hope not,” Heidi said, gripping Azure’s hand and pulling her through the crowd. “We want to be close so we have a good spot. Once the energy is all leeched, it’s done. There was one time that I didn’t even get any energy because I was at the back. Talk about a long time without magic!”

      Azure nodded, not understanding at all. It seemed so strange that humans had to rely on a source. She was intensely grateful for the ancestry that gave her internal magic. As she placed her fingers on her soul stone, she felt the object warm. It was formed from the accumulation of the power she hadn’t been able express because she’d been too young. The unused power had created the stone, and now that magical object was her insurance for the rest of her life. The witches and wizards of Virgo were amazing. Simply incredible.

      Deafening applause broke out from the crowd around Azure as something was brought in from the other side of the field. She craned her neck, grateful for the first time that the wedge heels made her a few inches taller. Chains had been attached to something large, and a few dozen men had lined up to pull it forward. Heidi made her step back as the men moved past her, all of them grunting as if whatever they were pulling weighed a few thousand tons. The chains dropped with a clatter and Azure, dragged by Heidi, clambered to the front. When she saw the object she was meant to leech, her heart sank to her knees.

      Before Azure, lying on its side, was a tall reddish tree like the one she’d passed to enter the Dark Forest. She hiccupped on a tear trying to escape her eye as she stared at the ancient tree that had towered higher than any structure she’d ever seen. The trunk was over thirty feet in diameter, and its length took up the entire field. How could the humans have cut down this tree? How had they not been caught by the rogue dryads? Or maybe they had been caught, and had killed the dryads who had taken it upon themselves to protect the forest.

      “Hold your hand up,” Heidi ordered, nudging Azure in the side. She copied her movements, lifting her shaking hand into the air and directing it at the fallen tree. “Now, draw in energy from the tree like you’re sucking something through a straw. Continue to do that until your ears pop. That’s how you know your reserves are full. And if you hear a high-pitched buzzing sound, you’ve overfilled your reserves, which can be dangerous and backfire on you.”

      Azure nodded. She didn’t need to fill her reserves all the way. All she needed this disgusting human magic for was to enchant her soul stone so that it would lead her to her father. She wasn’t going to take too much from this tree. If the humans subscribed to that idea, then the forest around them wouldn’t be dying. Cutting down a tree for this purpose made no sense to Azure. The humans of Terran had gone too far.

      Drawing in a breath, Azure pulled energy from the tree, feeling guilt and power simultaneously fill her being. The magic did feel extremely different than the witches’ magic she’d known all her life. Her magic felt like a pulse that was akin to the beating of her heart. However, she felt human magic in her head, like a drum that softly beat across her temples. It didn’t feel wrong, but rather infected her with a new power, making her feel like she was invincible. She was suddenly hungry, not for food, but for something she could create.

      “It’s addictive, isn’t it?” Heidi said at her side, and Azure realized she was still leeching the tree. She pulled her hand down, breaking the connection to the elemental power source. She noticed the crowd of people around her now. They all had their hands raised, and their faces glowed with satisfaction as they drew in the magical energy from the centuries-old tree.

      “How do I use the magic?” Azure whispered from next to Heidi’s shoulder. The other girl still had her hand raised, her focus on the tree.

      “You can’t be full yet. Keep drawing from the tree. It won’t last long,” Heidi cautioned, and just then Azure understood what she meant. The red bark of the tree had faded to a pale color, and it started to take on the look of the trees she’d seen in the forest along the Terran border. It was slowly turning to ash.

      “I’m good. I don’t want to overdo it on my first time,” Azure lied.

      “Okay, well, you probably aren’t ready for charms anyway. They rely on intention. But I’ll teach you how to do manifestations in a second when I’m done,” Heidi told her, her hand still leeching.

      Maybe a human from Earth couldn’t do charms yet, but a witch from Virgo was already a master at enchantments. Azure drew on what her gran had taught her growing up. Magic was about focus and infusing the right idea with the power inside of her. She clutched her soul stone, closing her eyes for a moment. Not that she felt safe closing down her senses with so many people around, but she knew she needed to block out intrusions. She fed the magical energy in her head into the stone and directed a single intention to it.

      Draw me to my father. Show me who he is.

      Azure opened her eyes, not because she was done creating the charm but because the tree was moving. It slid in the opposite direction, the chains rattling again.

      “I told you it wouldn’t last long,” Heidi said and Azure just noticed the grayish trunk crumbling to bits as they hauled it away. “This is my favorite part, though.”

      At the back of the tree, Azure saw carts being brought in. They looked to be filled with trash, but when one was wheeled in front of Azure she saw that there were various items in them. Broken devices. Things with protruding wires. Items with wheels and screws.

      “What is all this?” Azure asked Heidi.

      “This is a perk of living in Terran. At the Harvest Celebration they offer us supplies to use our magic on. And you know what, I’ve been dying to have a microwave,” she said, diving forward and fighting a guy for a black and gray box. It looked like the guy was going to win the battle until Heidi stamped her foot on his toe, making him hop backward. She pulled the broken device to her chest and sped off like he might still try and take it.

      “So you can use your magic on that to make a microripple?” Azure asked.

      “Microwave,” Heidi corrected. “How haven’t you heard of those? They are supposedly huge on Earth.”

      “I live off the grid,” Azure said, thinking of the term that was synonymous with Virgo. Witches’ and wizards’ lifestyles were sustainable, and they considered themselves off the grid.

      “Oh. Well, microwaves are supposed to be brilliant. You can heat up food in no time, and unlike a toaster, you don’t have to throw it out after only one use. Very wasteful, toasters are.”

      “What’s a toast—” Azure started, but was cut off by something licking her toe. She turned her eyes down to find a dog, its tongue generously slathering her wedge’s heel with saliva.

      “Get off,” Azure said, stepping back. Dogs were strange animals, not at all as civilized as cats.

      “OM gods,” Heidi said, reaching down and petting the wiry-haired monster. “That’s the Duke’s poodle. She’s so cute.”

      “What did you say?” Azure asked, her heart rising into to her throat.

      “The Duke. He apparently got the poodle from Earth,” Heidi explained, now kneeling down and allowing the filthy animal to lick her on the mouth.

      “I thought you said that no one from the royal family was going to be here.” Azure said, scanning the crowd, which was thick with excited humans.

      “I decided to stop by, since I believed there might be a witch in our midst,” a voice said behind Azure.

      She sucked in a breath and turned to find the man in the trench coat standing just behind her.
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      Azure reached for her wand just as a set of hands pinned her wrists at her back.

      “First the woods, and now I find you here.” The Duke of Terran’s small brown eyes narrowed.

      “This is Candace,” Heidi chirped from immediately in front of Azure. “She’s new, but I can vouch that she’s a good human. Actually, she might be able to help us with things about Earth.”

      The Duke seemed to measure Heidi with his eyes and then smiled slightly, his gaze returning to Azure. “A good human, is she?” he asked, raising a hand at Azure. She was fighting the restraints at her back, but the guard had gripped her tightly and her words were momentarily locked in her mouth. The crowd around her had turned to stare, distracted from fighting each other for broken objects now. “I suspect no one here in Terran knows who this girl is,” the Duke snapped and flicked his hand in her direction. She felt the cold splash of magic on her face. It was human magic, and it had been used to power a charm, one she recognized. It was a revealing spell.

      The gasp that emerged from Heidi’s mouth was echoed by the people around them. Azure looked down to see her long hair turn blue. She guessed her eyes were again bright blue, her contacts having vanished.

      “She’s a witch,” someone in the crowd murmured, his voice hostile.

      “How dare a witch invade our land?” another voice asked.

      “We should burn her!” a woman cried, her voice vibrating with anger.

      Azure twisted in the guard’s grasp. “No! I’m not what you think. I’m good. You have to believe me,” she said, her gaze centering on Heidi, who looked as if she’d been scorned.

      “Believe you? You told me you were human. I thought you were my friend,” she whimpered, shaking her head at Azure.

      “I am. And I’m half human,” Azure said. Something vibrated at her throat. She realized that the soul stone was working; the charm she’d used had in fact been successful. It was trying to draw her to her father, but everything was happening too fast. She could feel the crowd around her growing more violent. She was now grateful that the guards were flanking her, not allowing the mob to pull her limb from limb.

      “Half human, you say,” the Duke drawled, his tone much too pleased. “How very interesting. A witch who is also half human.”

      “It’s true. And my father is from the Land of Terran,” Azure yelled, her voice not her own. It was all coming from the soul stone. But why?

      “Oh, is he?” the Duke asked, crossing his arms on his chest, the glint in his eyes reeking of satisfaction. He turned to the crowd at his back. “But isn’t it a crime punishable by imprisonment to breed with a witch or a wizard?”

      The crowd murmured assent to this question.

      “So now the question is, who is your father? Because this man will be in a great deal of trouble,” the Duke said.

      “Find him! Find him! Find him!” the crowd sang in unison.

      “Oh, I plan to, and I think that we will start by throwing this witch at the emperor’s feet. He will be ever so interested to know that a witch has illegally crossed our borders, and inside our land is a traitor.” The Duke beckoned the guards forward.

      They marched away, dragging Azure along as the crowd parted for them to pass. She lifted her feet one at a time, not at all certain what she should do now. Her wand was safely hidden in her bosom, but her hands were currently pinned by someone who possessed more strength than she did.
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      The humans Azure passed all had their faces screwed up in anger. They apparently regarded her like she was a deadly virus, from the way they backed up as the guards led her from the stadium. She could feel only a small amount of human magic pooling in her head. Now Azure wanted to kick herself for not filling her reserves as Heidi had recommended. However, she didn’t really know how to use her human magic anyway. She was certain she’d been successful with placing the charm on her soul stone, but that was something her gran had advised her about. Human magic could be used to put a charm on something like her necklace or on the metal bars where she’d found Drago, the Kilomea. However, she didn’t think that it could be used to help her escape. That the Duke had performed the revealing charm was actually quite curious. It seemed more like witches’ and wizards’ magic.

      The Duke turned, a sadistic smile on his face. “Bind the witch and put her in the back of the car,” he ordered the guards on either side of Azure. One pulled something plastic from his pocket, and a moment later he had bound her wrists tightly behind her back.

      Now that they were on the street, Azure noticed a car with a royal crest decorating the side. The guard who had bound her wrists a bit too tightly opened the car door.

      “Not so fast!” The Duke paused, grabbing Azure’s shoulder and spinning her around to face them. “Where is your wand, little witch?”

      “You may call me Princess Azure,” she said, resisting the urge to spit in his face.

      No surprise appeared on his face. “I know damn well who you are, which is going to make the next part even more fun.”

      Azure didn’t know what that meant, but she was mostly concerned with keeping her wand hidden. “I lost my wand in the Dark Forest,” she said.

      The Duke regarded her with a great deal of skepticism. “I know better than to trust what a witch says,” he said and turned his attention to the guard. “Search her.”

      A moment later the guard had turned Azure around, placing her hands on the vehicle as he patted her down from head to toe.

      “Watch where you’re putting your hands, fucker,” she snarled.

      He didn’t watch where he was putting his hands, but did stop after a moment. “She’s clean,” the guard stated.

      “Serves you right, losing your wand. That’s your punishment for paralyzing me,” the Duke said.

      Azure smiled to herself. Now she just needed to get her hands free so she could use her wand.

      “Watch your head,” the guard said, ducking her down into the car. The other guard was already in the driver’s seat.

      “Sir,” the guard asked when the Duke had slid into the passenger seat. “To the courthouse?”

      “No. As I said, we’re taking this trespasser directly to the emperor. Drive us to the palace,” he said.

      “But sir, protocol is that trespassers—”

      “Don’t you remind me of protocol. This is a special circumstance. We’re taking this half-witch, half-human to the emperor. He’s going to be incredibly interested to see that the Princess of Virgo has broken our laws and trespassed into our land. A crime punishable by imprisonment,” the Duke repeated, turning around to offer Azure a stupid grin.

      The guard nodded, shifting the car into drive.
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      Azure didn’t care that she was about to be thrown at the feet of the emperor of Terran. If she could get to her wand, she would cast a curse on Emperor Richard and his asshole brother. She lowered her chin, trying to nudge her wand out of her cleavage. If she got it high enough, she could clench onto it with her teeth. She wasn’t sure what she’d do next, but getting the wand free was the key to getting herself free.

      Before she had made much progress, the car came to a halt at a guard station. The uniformed officer waved the vehicle through and they drove onto a road that bordered a building as large as the stadium. It wasn’t as tall, but it seemed to go on for miles. And unlike the shiny stadium, this building was all white and quite regal-looking, with white columns in the front.

      “There’s a press conference going on in the palace. Take us around to the back, where the press rooms are located,” the Duke said to the guard.

      That’s right, Heidi mentioned the press conference. She’d said the royal family wouldn’t be at the Harvest Celebration because of it. However, it now appeared that the Duke had been looking for her. Azure felt shortsighted now, but she’d had to fill her human magic reserve so she could place the charm on her soul stone.

      The guard parked the car at the back of the large white building. A separate guard opened her door and pulled her from the car. Her wand was now poking her in the boob, which was totally uncool.

      “I’ll take it from here,” the Duke told them, clamping his hand around Azure’s arm and tugging her forward. He pulled his fingers from her and wiped them on his trousers like she was covered in toilet water.

      “What do humans have against witches?” Azure asked.

      “Well for one, you use foul language and live like disgusting pigs,” he told her as a guard opened a door for them. A long hallway with blue carpet and shiny chandeliers stretched before them.

      “At least the people of Virgo aren’t murderers,” Azure retorted, taking note of the way the Duke’s face pinched at her accusation. “That’s right. I’m on to you, and I’m here to make you pay.”

      At the end of her threat, the Duke laughed. “That’s funny, because you’re the one who is going to be punished. Well, someone else too. Thanks for setting this up. I couldn’t have organized it any better.”

      “Fuck off,” Azure growled as a guard pulled open a double set of doors. A crowd of people in navy blue or black suits stood before them, their focus on the front of the room.

      The Duke paused and looked at Azure. “Oh, and what a gross-looking soul stone you have, but the charm you put on it was smart.”

      She gulped. He had seen her use human magic. That had been right before the Duke caught her. Azure narrowed her eyes at him as he set off for the front of the room, leaving her with a pair of guards.
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      Through the crowd Azure could make out a man standing on a platform, his head above the rest. Behind him stood a guy about her age. He was blond, like the man who stood behind the podium.

      “Thank you for joining me today. I’ve called this press conference to announce that since Frederick has received his college degree, he’ll be formally joining my administration,” the emperor said into a small round device that was attached to the podium. It was amplifying his words, making them easy to hear from the back of the large room. The walls of the room, Azure observed, were white, and had pictures of stuffy-looking men in suits. The crown molding on the ceiling was the only thing that resembled any of decor in the House of Enchanted. Every ceiling in the House of Enchanted was embellished with elaborate dark crown molding.

      A hand rose in the crowd, and Emperor Richard pointed to the person. “Yes, Matthew with the Daily Report.”

      “What role will the Grand Prince have on your staff?” the man, whom Azure guessed was a reporter, asked. They didn’t have reporters or newspapers in Virgo because information was communicated by word of mouth. They did keep detailed records, though. And just then a memory flashed in Azure’s mind. She saw in her head the image of the document her mother had been trying to change but couldn’t because she was losing her magic. Azure was certain that it had been her birth certificate. And she was also certain it had specified who her father was.

      “Since Frederick will one day be my successor as emperor, he’ll be shadowing my daily affairs,” Emperor Richard explained, pointing at another raised hand.

      Azure noticed that Frederick had an intuitive look on his face. She understood what Heidi had meant. He was attractive like his father, who had intense eyes and a strong jaw. Neither resembled the Duke at all. That worthy had too many angles to his face, and his cheeks were hollow.

      “Sir, I’d like to interrupt,” Duke Phillip interjected, raising his hand and taking a step onto the platform. Azure wiggled in her restraints, but the guards at her back held her in place. It must have been because everyone was focused toward the front that they hadn’t noticed her at the back of the room. She stood out like a unicorn among horses with her blueish-gray hair.

      “Phillip, what is it?” the emperor asked, the confidence on his face slipping a bit.

      “I’ve found a witch in the Land of Terran,” Phillip stated, taking a step forward and gazing over the crowd with a victorious expression on his face.

      Gasps echoed from around the room as a general murmur broke out. Azure backed up, grateful that the guards were flanking her. Maybe they would protect her if these people turned into an angry mob.

      Emperor Richard closed his eyes for half a beat. When he opened them, he merely shook his head. “That’s why you’re interrupting this press conference? Phillip, that’s not a concern for the palace.”

      “Oh, but I do believe it is, Emperor Richard. You see, this witch has stated that she is half human, and her father is from the Land of Terran.”

      The emperor’s eyes seemed to double in size. “No,” he whispered.

      “Oh, yes,” Phillip confirmed, a gleeful smile on his face.

      “That’s treason,” voices muttered in the crowd.

      “It is, isn’t it,” Phillip replied to the crowd. “And not only will this witch be imprisoned, but her father has committed a serious crime as well.”

      The emperor’s face fell, his brow creasing deeply. “Phillip, this is a matter we should—”

      “Deal with right now,” he said, cutting off his brother. “I couldn’t agree more. You see, I noticed the filthy witch placing a charm on her soul stone at the Harvest Celebration.”

      More gasps echoed from the crowd.

      “That’s right. This trespasser is from Virgo,” the Duke said, looking especially delighted. “And I was able to deduce that she was using her human magic to create a connecting charm on the stone. Strangely, it has drawn her here.”

      The emperor raised his head. “Phillip, this isn’t necessary.”

      “It is necessary. The people of Terran deserve to know the truth about this witch,” the Duke snarled, and snapped his fingers toward the back of the room, his gaze flicking to Azure. “Bring Princess Azure to the front. This matter needs to be resolved.”

      The crowd of reporters huffed out disbelieving breaths as they turned. Their greedy eyes found Azure, who was now being led forward by the guards. “Princess Azure,” people whispered. “She’s half human?” There was a chorus of voices repeating the same thing.

      Azure’s gaze darted between the faces as her feet reluctantly brought her forward. She centered her attention on her soul stone, which had risen off her chest and was now hovering in front of her face like a magnet being drawn to something. The blue amethyst was glowing.

      Azure nearly tripped as the guards pulled her up the stairs. They were making a public display of this all, but why? What was the Duke up to? He looked too satisfied as he stood on the platform, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “The stone will tell everyone who the traitor among us is,” Phillip declared.

      Her father was in this room, Azure knew that. She didn’t really care who he was, but rather she wanted to know what had he done with her mother’s soul stone. Her own stone was pulling Azure forward. She wanted to turn to the crowd of reporters, thinking that her father might be one of them, but the stone tugged her farther on to the stage, to where a handful of guards stood flanking the emperor and his son.

      The look on the emperor’s face was one of pure horror. Her eyes suddenly blurred, and she realized it was because of the bright light emanating from her stone. It wasn’t just bright, it was starting to blind her. Azure stumbled forward, closing her eyes as she did.

      “I can’t see,” she said, her chin down as the guards tried to pull her up.

      “Let her go,” she heard the emperor demand in front of her. The guards released Azure but she kept her eyes closed, the bright light seeping through her eyelids. She felt the stone vibrating and thought it might burst.

      Something tugged on Azure’s neck, pulling her forward again. It was the necklace. She thought it would cut her skin. She struggled with her restraints, keeping her eyes closed. Azure was at the mercy of the glowing blue gem.

      Suddenly her soul stone dragged her forward a few more steps. She threw her body back, and the necklace broke. In a moment of panic she opened her eyes to see the stone fly through the air. The emperor lifted his hand and the soul stone disappeared into it. The mutters in the room increased, suddenly too loud.

      Azure looked around, wondering where her soul stone had gone. Then she saw the emperor, who was only ten feet away, lower his hand. His eyes were pinned on his closed fist. He turned his hand over and opened his fingers. There in the middle of his palm sat Azure’s brightly glowing soul stone.

      “It’s you,” Azure breathed, her eyes drawn to the face of the man before her.

      Emperor Richard stared at the blue stone in horror, his eyes wide. He brought his gaze up to meet hers. “Yes, Princess Azure. You’re my daughter.”

      The crowd broke into shouts, but she was only partially aware of the irate humans thrusting their hands in the air. Her eyes were on the man before her, the one holding her soul stone. She realized she had been holding her breath when a set of hands grabbed her from behind. One of the guards had her in his grasp again. And the other strode around her, heading straight for Emperor Richard.

      “I’m sorry, Brother, but laws are laws,” the Duke said.

      Azure caught the look of astonishment on the Grand Prince’s face as the guard took the emperor into custody. Then the guard at her back spun Azure around and shoved her forward. They were going to imprison her, but her mind was focused more on the fact that they were going to imprison the man who had her mother’s soul stone, making it harder for her to retrieve it. She suppressed her momentary frustration as they pushed her through the crowd of angry faces.

      Her father was the emperor of the Land of Terran. Was the emperor. Now they were both going to be prisoners in this fucked-up land, but not for long. Azure knew what she was going to do next, and how’d she’d make the Duke pay.
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      Queen Emeri lowered her chin as the pool of potion shimmered and the images on its surface faded. Seeing her daughter’s face in the scrying bowl had made her throat constrict with a deep longing. But watching her being led away by the guards of Terran had made her stomach burn with fury. This was all Duke Phillip’s doing. He’d seen a perfect opportunity, and couldn’t pass it up. And in truth, he hadn’t gone back on their agreement. He’d allowed the secret to come out naturally. She could finally fulfill her longtime wish and kill him.

      “Now you know,” Emeri said, turning to face her mother, who was at her side. If she could have scried on her own she would have, but her magic was almost entirely depleted. It wouldn’t be long until she started to age like a nonmagical person. Her years would probably catch up with her quite rapidly.

      “Yes, Emperor Richard. I realize now that you two thought you could change your people by having Azure. You were incorrect, dear Emeri. You only would have sacrificed both your crowns. I’m grateful I found out about this long ago and made you keep Azure’s true identity a secret,” Sari told her daughter, smoothing her lilac velvet robe. She regarded her image in the scrying bowl, straightening the soul stone clip in her hair.

      “Thanks, but the whole ‘I told you so’ lecture is really not appreciated,” Emeri said.

      “Well, then next time don’t say thanks.”

      “What are we going to do now? Azure is a prisoner of Terran and Frederick will be made emperor, but he’ll be under the Duke’s control.”

      “I think we all know that Frederick is no different from his father. Duke Phillip has been secretly running the Land of Terran since I was queen. I always hoped he’d kick the bucket. However, their use, or shall I say, abuse of magic makes them age slower. He’s the reason for the silent battle between Virgo and the humans, and he’s the puppeteer behind the Consumer Party,” Sari stated.

      “I’m going to call a council meeting. The humans will have to negotiate for Azure’s return if the Crystals, the Light Elves and the Gnomes are present. Frederick will cave in the presence of older and wiser leaders,” Emeri said.

      “What you need to be worrying about is your soul stone.”

      “Mother, that’s my last concern. My daughter is a prisoner of Terran. And Richard, well, he’s a fucking coward who will be a prisoner as well,” she spat, narrowing her bright green eyes. Richard had been a coward since Azure was born, never standing up for his people. He’d allowed Phillip’s influence to take over Terran. That’s why the people were wasteful, and in her opinion, disdainful.

      “You need to stay out of this, Emeri.”

      “How can you say that? Azure—”

      “Is exactly where she needs to be,” the old witch interrupted, cutting Emeri off. “She’s a prisoner of Terran. Spread that around Virgo, and when she breaks out she’ll be revered. She’s been given the opportunity to earn the approval of her people and secure the crown. However, if you step in and rescue her, she’ll lose the chance to prove herself to the Virgoans.”

      Emeri opened her mouth to say something, then shut it again. Her mother was right. As much as she wanted to rescue her daughter—and she thought she probably could—that wasn’t going to help Azure’s long-term future. She was a strong and bright witch. Also, she still had her wand stashed in her shirt. Azure would get herself out of Terran, and when she returned she’d be seen as a brave and true leader, one who could protect her people from the humans.

      “Okay, well, we need to spread this news around Virgo then. Our people need to know that Azure has been taken a prisoner by the people of Terran,” the queen declared, turning and striding from her chamber.
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            Author Notes - Sarah Noffke

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember the morning that Michael Anderle called me and we discussed me writing in his new universe. He kept saying the word Oriceran and I kept wondering, what the hell is that? But even with all my confusion, I knew this was a good idea. I’ve written five series in a different universe and knew I was ready for a new challenge. Originally I pitched the idea of Salem Witch Trials and how they were a result of the magic in Oriceran. When I actually came to write this series, the witch trials were much too dark for Michael’s audience. And so Azure and the soul stones of Virgo were born.

      Fun fact: I’m a Virgo. Another fun fact: Amethysts aren’t the birthstone for Virgos. It’s sapphires. Honestly, I chose amethysts for soul stones because they represent healing and rejuvenation.

      Here’s another fun fact. Monet’s name was supposed to be Monte. However, every time I typed it, Monet came out. And that’s how character’s names are sometimes born. Now I couldn’t imagine him as anything from Monet.

      I try to create symbolism with names in my books. For instance, most know that Azure means blue. And Emeri, as in the reigning queen, Azure’s mother, her name means industrious leader. I tried to create it so that the witches and wizards had names that were different whereas the humans of Terran had common names. Richard, Phillip, Frederick versus Emeri, Sari and Azure. I also tried to contrast the witches with the humans using dress, transportation and architecture. We have the old world charm of the wizarding community meeting the modern strictness of the humans.

      Writing the House of Enchanted was a wonderful experience. I laughed every time Monet graced the page. Loved and loathed that damn gnome. And I kind of have a secret crush on Ever. Well, I guess it’s not so secret anymore. But more than anything, I really was swept away with Azure. I once gave advice in an author interview. Someone asked, how do you make characters who readers want to read about. My answer was: fall in love with your characters and the readers will too. I feel as though Azure stole a part of my heart. And she continues to steal more with each book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Martha Carr

          

          Written September 5, 2017

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Sarah Noffke ever said to me was, “I’m willing.” Those were the magic words. We were talking about collaborating in a new Universe that Michael Anderle and I were co-creating. His sophomore project after the hugely successful Kurtherian Gambit Universe and my first.

      We were all hard at work laying the groundwork for an urban fantasy world that could include a lot of different authors. The one thing that Michael and I knew would be vital was to have good authors who were willing to work together and grow together into a great team.

      Today, the Revelations of Oriceran Universe expands and takes a big step forward with Sarah Noffke’s first book, The House of Enchantment. We’ve all come a long way since we first started talking about this project in January of this year. Things are actually turning out better than expected. I think I know the reason and Sarah touched on it with her very first words. She was willing… And then things took a turn into something even better.

      Michael and I have turned out to have some of the best kind of magic on our side because what we have created between the authors and the fans is a kind of family. The willingness was the place to start but the stories and the conversations we’ve all been having since the first series was released have made it into something more. I know a lot about how readers are doing. Who’s struggling after Hurricane Harvey or dealing with chronic pain or has grandchildren to celebrate. Everyone else knows I have more running socks of Star Wars characters and food (bacon socks…) and have survived cancer a lot. You even know about The Offspring and Magic Mike.

      It makes sense. The authors of the Oriceran Universe along with LMBPN Publishing, create characters that are loyal, courageous and will be there when you need them. Along with a lot of laughter. Start with that as your base, mix in willingness, have a lot of good conversations and there it is. Family of our own making.

      So today, our family expands and our readers are already eagerly anticipating the newest addition. Welcome to the Revelations of Oriceran – the House of Enchanted – Book One – the Soul Stone Mage Series and Sarah Noffke. A new part of the journey we will all take together. I’m going to enjoy every step of it with you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Publisher Notes - Michael Anderle

          

          September 5, 2017

        

      

    

    
      First, THANK YOU for not only reading this book, but also the Author, and now Publisher, notes at the back.

      Here it is, the first book that will be published without my name on the cover. (The first book I wrote Publisher notes actually comes out this Friday. You can preorder it, so it had to be locked down at Amazon 72 hours early.)

      Due to some damned amazing people, who happen to have really cool birthdays (I’m a Virgo and I’m almost positive that Martha is a Virgo as well) we hope to continue entertaining you for a while to come.

      For those that have started with me on Death Becomes Her, you know I like to share a little of ‘what’s up’ in the background.

      Today, I’m going to share that two (2) whole parties are interested enough to have phone conversations from that area near LA, the big ‘H’.

      Well, I think they are both in LA area…yeah, yeah they are.

      Anyway, one phone call happens Thursday morning and I’m waiting back on a confirmation for the other conversation. Now, I’m not expecting much and I’ll lay out the ‘why’ for you.

      From what I can gather, the typical option price for a movie/tv series is on the low end $1,000 and on the high end $10,000 for a pretty good length of time (maybe 1-3 years.)

      Kurtherian Gambit revenues (including all books, audiobooks, ebooks, merchandise) mean that for me to pay attention to something like the money above, it is going to take away a good portion of my focus from writing the next Michael or Bethany Anne story, or helping the next author as we collaborate or the next person we want to speak with.

      For even $10,000 (which I’m assuming 20% will go to an agent, another $3,000 will go to a lawyer and then 40% goes to the government) it just isn’t worth the interruption to my time beyond some preliminary talks.

      Don’t get me wrong, I would love to see the visuals of the stories come to life, but I’m not willing to lose the focus that helped get us to where we are, because others come knocking with what is essentially not much money for us to worry about at the moment.

      We (and by ‘we’ I mean myself, the other authors, our team(s) that support us and you, the fans) don’t need to be screwed by Hollywood lawyers and that IS their job, generally speaking.

      So, I’m HAPPY and excited to talk with them. I’m just not expecting much to happen.

      J.K. Rowling sold the options to her first four (4) books for approximately $2,000,000 and while I’m not suggesting we are at that stage of awesomeness…

      We are definitely above $10,000.  And that is $10,000 where we see something like $3,000 once the agent, lawyer and tax people get their cuts first.

      Since I put this down on paper, watch one of those amazingly gifted sales people get me to agree to something and cause me to have to write a ‘I’m eating crow’ next book.

      Wow, that would so totally suck.

      I’ll place it out into the world that I want to speak in six figures when we speak options for books and seven figures is alright, too.

      (I wants what I want, but it doesn’t mean I’ll get it.)

      That should cause Hollywood to laugh their asses off at me and you know what?

      I’m ok with that.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael

      

      

      

      P.S. I I’ve had a discussion with a lady since writing those words above. It seems I’m BEYOND ignorant where all of the expenses are in the beginning of anything to do with Hollywood.

      So, we shall see where it goes.
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      The Duke of Terran sat in a large office, his legs extended and resting on the former emperor’s desk. Who was he kidding? This had always been his office. The former emperor, his brother, had used it, but they had both known who was really in charge of the Land of Terran. And now this truly was his desk. Well, technically it belonged to Grand Prince Frederick, who would soon be sworn in as emperor, but he was untrained and too young for the position. Phillip, as Duke, would serve as regent for the time being. And just like his father’s, Frederick’s reign would be controlled. Maybe the young man would have an actual interest in leading, unlike his father. It wouldn’t matter, though. The Duke held the favor of the people because of the Consumer Party, and he had a power that the other humans didn’t.

      Phillip pulled his feet off of the surface of the desk, then stood tall, striding around the office. In this wing of the palace, they received firsthand reports from humans who had been to Earth, which informed the Terrans how the people of Earth really lived. The Land of Terran based much of its culture, nutrition, and lifestyle on Earth norms. On the walls were pictures of leaders who were constantly being featured on Earth magazines. Phillip passed portraits of George Clooney, Sean Connery and Michael Phelps.

      He turned and smiled at the row of portraits. Like these Earthlings, he was going to rise to power and one day take over the Land of Terran formally. The humans here needed him. Already he’d secured a new source for information from Earth. Before now, they’d purchased things that had been brought through illegal portals, like catalogues, newspapers and magazines. However, they were rarely in pristine condition when purchased in the black market. Now they had a more reliable source, thanks to him. Soon he’d know all about Earth, and be ready for a trip there.

      His brother Richard had never wanted to be Emperor. He was more interested in exploring Oriceran. However, when the role of emperor fell on him, he took it, accepting his birthright with pride. Richard had naively thought that if he married the queen of Virgo, together they would bridge the gap between the people of Terran and the witches and wizards of Virgo. That feud had been going on for ages for a reason, though. Witches and wizards were a disgusting species. If it wasn’t for them, magic wouldn’t be as heavily guarded on Earth, and Phillip would be there, doing as he pleased.

      Richard had been wrong to believe he could mend relations. And Phillip, when he learned that his brother had produced a child with one of the revolting witches, had used that information to leverage the power that should truly have belonged to him. For all these years Phillip had been Richard’s puppet master, blackmailing him with the fact that he bred with a witch—an act that was expressly forbidden by Terran law.

      His idiot brother had thought he could announce that his heir was half witch and the people of Terran wouldn’t rebel. He thought he could change the laws that said it was illegal to breed with other species. He had been wrong, and Phillip had ensured that both he and the queen of Virgo paid for their bad decision. The Duke was a liar, a murderer, and a cheat, but he did keep his promises, and as agreed, he hadn’t shared the secret of Richard’s child. But in exchange, he’d been secretly running the Land of Terran. He’d never imagined that Azure would strut into Terran and expose Richard to his people.

      His loud laugh echoed through the room. It really had gone so very perfectly.

      “What’s so funny?” Frederick asked, poking his head through the door as he opened it. The young man scanned the office as if he were expecting to find someone else there, but only Phillip was present, his gaze on a painting he’d commissioned. Its subject was of one of the golden arches found all over Earth. This place, McDonald’s, had served over a billion people. That was simply incredible. One day he’d visit the arches when he was on Earth. He’d learn their secrets, and bring them back to Oriceran so he could expand his influence.

      “Nothing. Come in.” Phillip waved Frederick into the office. “I need to talk to you about the next several months.”

      “Yes, and we need to discuss the emperor. I’ve been studying the laws, and I think that we could make an appeal to the court stating—”

      “There will be no appeal!” Phillip boomed, his face suddenly flushing red.

      “But Uncle Phillip, we can’t just turn our backs on Father,” Frederick declared.

      “Your father, my brother, broke the law. I was as shocked by it as anyone, but we have laws for a reason.” He was so young. So ignorant. He was his father’s son and didn’t see the big picture, like the things that a leader had to force his people toward.

      Frederick dropped his gaze so that his blue eyes rested on the carpet. He was obviously mourning this loss. “He will be tried, though. There’s a chance that the court will find him not guilty, or possibly pardon him.”

      “They will not do so,” Phillip stated. He’d ensure that the court upheld the law. Controlling Richard all these years hadn’t been hard, but it had become increasingly annoying. Frederick was young, and would screw up as Emperor. And when he did, Phillip would be in line to take the role. He would finally be able to lead without pretense.

      “But all he did was have a child with a witch from Virgo!” Frederick exclaimed. The boy was so shortsighted. This was Richard’s fault, Phillip thought.

      “Have you been to Virgo?”

      “Well, no.” Frederick smoothed down the blond hair on the side of his head. He wore a suit like Phillip’s, but his had pinstripes.

      “They live in poverty. Their houses are made from mud and grass and unfinished wood. If that weren’t bad enough, their queen has been complaining to the council that our way of life in Terran is polluting Oriceran; she’s obviously jealous of our wealth. This has been going on for far too long. They have been creating more and more problems for us of late. Even now we’re under official inquiry regarding the condition of the Dark Forest bordering our land.”

      “But the Consumer Party says that the damage was caused by a virus the witches and wizards of Virgo brought here. Isn’t that right?”

      Phillip pursed his lips slightly, a clever glint in his brown eyes. Frederick was going to be as easy as his father to control. “That’s correct. Everyone knows that our brand of magic actually heals Oriceran. Even as we draw energy from the elements, it’s replaced somewhere else. Just look at the Land of Terran. It’s bursting with life. However, that revolting queen of Virgo, and the queen before her, tried to convince the council that we’re to blame for the forest dying.

      “So they poisoned it, and are trying to frame us,” Frederick said, mostly to himself, as he connected the dots.

      “Exactly,” Phillip agreed. This was going to be too easy, he thought to himself, just as a wiry brown-haired dog trotted into the room. He knelt and petted the animal, allowing the poodle to lick his face. Rover had been incredibly difficult to secure in the Dark Market, but the dog had absolutely been worth it. Phillip didn’t just look like an Earthling, but more and more, he possessed the things they had.

      He rose, noting the hesitant look in Frederick’s eyes. “I want you to continue your training to be the new emperor, but until your education is complete, I’ll act as regent.”

      “But I finished college! Father said—”

      “Your father has been imprisoned.” Phillip cut him off. “There is much about Earth that you still don’t know. Sitting around playing that ET game on the Atari doesn’t qualify as proper training to rule a kingdom. How can you expect to lead our people when there’s such a large gap in your education? You were originally going to shadow your father for many years, but now you’ll be shadowing me.”

      Frederick closed his mouth, something simmering in him. “I’ve never understood why we have to model Earth. We live on Oriceran. None of us have ever even been there.”

      “Frederick, we are humans. Our ancestors came here when the portal was open, and although this is our home, we should not forget where we came from,” he explained. In truth, Phillip, like his father, simply found Earth to be superior. There weren’t nasty witches and wizards, Orcs, or mermaids on Earth. From everything he’d learned, things just made more sense on his home planet.

      “I guess knowing more about the place where we originated would be helpful,” Frederick said, surrendering slightly.

      “Of course it would.” Phillip turned to the bookcase on the wall, where books from Earth filled the shelves. It was a large library; he’d had the volumes brought in that morning from his private collection. Phillip had read all these books, making him better versed on Earth than anyone in Terran. He pulled a book from the shelf and handed it to his nephew. “Read this. It explains a lot about how humans think.”

      Frederick took the book, eyeing the title. His brow creased. “Scientology?”

      “Yes, and when you’re done with that, I’ll provide you with more. The knowledge contained in these books will prepare you to lead Terran one day,” Phillip said. He patted his hand on his leg. Rover looked up at him at once and followed him from the office.
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      Fucking ridiculous. Azure would hate humans, if that didn’t mean hating half of herself. She eyed the security camera in the hallway outside her cell, which flashed a red light at her. Releasing her hands from the bars, she marched toward the back corner. Because she was a witch, the humans of Terran hadn’t taken any chances. They’d stationed a guard on either side of her cell in the hallway outside. It was only because she’d grilled one of those guards that she knew that the strange device on the wall provided a constant view of her activities to a person in another location, adding even more security than the bars and the guards.

      Because of that damn device, the task of escaping her cell had just gotten a bit more difficult. Azure couldn’t just destroy the camera, or it would alert whoever was watching the footage. If she simply needed to escape this stupid jail then that wouldn’t be a concern. However, Azure wasn’t done in the Land of Terran. She needed to attract no attention when she escaped this cell.

      As she tapped her foot anxiously, her heel made a sound that echoed throughout the jail. From what she’d seen as she was being pulled through the hallway, there were multiple cells, most of them occupied. The people of Terran behaved horribly, apparently, since so many of them were in jail.

      She stood at the back of her cell, which, by the way, had gray everything. Grey walls. Grey bed. Grey bars. It was as drab as the humans themselves, with their brown hair and eyes. Azure grabbed her long blue hair in her hands and tied it into a loose bun on the top of her head—her way of repairing her confidence. She’d been preparing her strategy for almost an hour now, studying the guard’s behavior and the things that routinely went on in the jail.

      Turning her back to the bars, Azure faced into the corner. Then she pulled her wand, made from the Howling Willow tree, from her cleavage, where she’d stashed it before being arrested. Imprisoning a witch was a foolish thing to do, but locking one up who secretly had her wand was fucking ridiculous. The humans would have known this if they spent time trying to understand witches and wizards rather than destroying them with deadly viruses.

      When the security camera had revolved so it was pointing down the hallway, opposite her cell, she directed her wand at it. The camera froze in place. One item down, a hundred-billion to go. She laughed to herself at her mental exaggeration. The exhaustion and adrenaline must be making her slightly insane. Using the same spell she’d cast on the Duke in the Dark Forest, Azure paralyzed the two guards standing on either side of her cell, then pointed her wand at herself, drawing in a long breath. A moment later a gray tabby cat was the only occupant of her cell. She had never liked morphing into animal forms, but thankfully transfiguration was something she was quite good at.

      The small cat easily slid between the bars of the cell and out into the hallway. Using her cat senses, she sniffed the air, trying to determine which direction to take. The prisoners in their cells didn’t notice Azure as she strolled by, since she kept low to the ground and blended fairly well with the jail’s gray walls and floor. She didn’t stop until the hallway dead-ended. Before her was a cell like all the rest, but the man who occupied it was unique, at least to her.

      The human, who an hour ago had been Emperor of the Land of Terran and was now sitting on a bunk in a jail cell, focused his gaze on the cat which was suddenly standing outside his cell’s bars. He jumped slightly, surprise on his face. Richard’s eyes widened even more when Azure, in cat form, slipped through the bars of his cell. The security camera was still pointed in the opposite direction, but the watchers would soon figure out something was wrong and come looking.

      She released the transfiguration, returning to human form.

      “Whoa!” Richard shrank back on his bed.

      “Would you hold it down?” Azure hissed, placing a finger to her lips. It was hard to believe the man before her was her father. He was so…human. His blond hair was slicked back, and his ordinary blue eyes studied her like she was a freak. They were nothing like her magnificent blue-gray hair and eyes. In fact, she saw little of him in herself at all, except possibly her height.

      “How’d you escape?” Richard asked, staring around. He was probably expecting guards to appear at any moment.

      She held up her wand, feeling it pulse in her fingers. Although grateful to have it, what she sorely missed was her soul stone, which they’d confiscated. She’d have to find out where it was. Hopefully the man before her could help with that, since he’d been the last one to hold it. “I kept my wand,” she said proudly.

      “How? Didn’t they search you?” Richard asked.

      “They did, but I have a special magic that hides it between my boobs.” Azure informed him, enjoying the uncomfortable expression that sprang to his face.

      “Oh. Well, I guess we should meet formally. Is that why you’re here?”

      “No, and introductions can wait until just before I kill you,” Azure said, checking over her shoulder. They were good for now, but she did hear a shuffling sound one cell down.

      “I can see how you would think that was fair, but maybe I’ll earn your favor between now and then.” The man who was her father wasn’t as creepy as his brother, but there was cowardice behind his eyes.

      “I need my mother’s soul stone. I realize that you don’t have it here, but I need to know where you keep it. She needs—”

      “I don’t have your mother’s soul stone at all.” Richard interrupted.

      Azure drew in a sudden breath. “Wait, what? You don’t have it? But I thought she gave it to you in exchange for me?”

      He shook his head. “No, you misunderstood. Your mother, she gave her soul stone to my brother the Duke in exchange for you. Well, actually she gave it to him in exchange for keeping our secret, which I must admit he did.”

      “Phillip.” Azure spoke his name bitterly. “Why would he want my mother’s soul stone?”

      “Because soul stones are powerful. Others besides witches and wizards can pull magic from them. Phillip has been using her soul stone to fuel his own magic,” Richard said.

      Azure remembered the reveal charm Phillip had cast on her in the stadium during the Harvest Celebration. She’d thought it weird at the time that he was able to reveal her for who she was—a witch, not a citizen of Terran. Now she realized that he’d been using witches’ magic.

      “The little fucker kept your secret in exchange for Mum’s soul stone. Well, since the secret is out now, seems like he needs to give it back,” Azure said, her eyes falling to the gray stone floor as her mind raced. Now she’d have to break into the palace and steal the stone.

      “Azure, there’s no way to retrieve the stone. Phillip keeps it on him at all times.” Richard hesitated a bit on her name. This situation was a bit strange, but they had to ignore that for now. More pressing matters deserved their attention.

      “You leave that part to me. I just need your help getting into the palace. But first you’ve got to help me figure out where they’re keeping my soul stone,” she said, her words coming out in a rush. This was getting more complicated by the minute. Had Ever, the half-Light Elf, come after her already as he’d said he would? She almost hoped he hadn’t, because his presence would make things more dangerous. However, she had to admit she needed more help.

      Azure pointed her wand at the bars, and the door unlocked. She’d considered turning Richard into a cat and just strolling out with him, but the spell probably wouldn’t work quite right on humans. He might retain a cat’s tail permanently or something.

      Just before they exited the cell, a voice nearby said, “If you want to get your soul stone back, then I can make your job a lot easier.”
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      Azure and Richard froze, exchanging cautious looks. Azure craned her head around to the next cell. In it stood a guy she recognized, strangely enough.

      “You?” she exclaimed, blinking at the person before her. It was the guard who had allowed her to enter the Land of Terran. Robert.

      “Yes, me.” His hands gripped the bars. “Guess how I landed myself in jail? I’ll give you a hint, it had everything to do with falling for your flirtatious act.”

      “Oh, so they discovered that you didn’t check me out when I entered the border, huh? Man, that sucks.” Azure laughed softly. She’d offered to meet this guy for a date in order to persuade him not to call the customs office when she’d entered the Land of Terran.

      “It really sucks,” he agreed, “but today is your lucky day.”

      “You’d laugh if you truly knew what kind of day I’ve had,” Azure told him.

      Robert’s eyes darted to the man beside Azure, and he bowed his head slightly in respect. “Emperor Richard, a pleasure.”

      “I’m actually not—”

      “That’s not important presently.” Azure focused on Robert. “You said you could help me retrieve my soul stone?”

      “I can. Most of the other guards don’t know I’ve been put in jail. If you let me out of here, I can retrieve your soul stone from the confiscation room. I’ll be able to slip in and out, no problem.”

      Azure regarded him for a long moment. “What’s the catch? And it’d better not include a date this time. I should think you would have gathered by now that I was going to stand you up.”

      “I did figure as much,” Robert said. “Just magically put me into my guard’s uniform, and I’ll go in there and grab your soul stone. Then we’ll all walk out of here free.”

      Checking the hallway, Azure confirmed it was still empty, but that wouldn’t last much longer. “Okay, fine, but when you leave here, lie low. Don’t attract any attention to the fact that you’ve escaped. As soon as they figure it out, they’ll have the palace on lock down.”

      “Hey, I’m here to make things easier. Don’t worry!” Robert smiled.
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      Azure and Richard stood silently, backs flat against the brick wall in the alley behind the jail. Azure had used magic to put Robert into his guard uniform, something neither he nor Richard could do because their magic reserves were depleted. They were waiting for him to get through security and grab her soul stone from storage. According to Robert, the guards there when he was booked weren’t the same ones on duty now, so he should be fine.

      Squinting against the evening sun, Azure stared at her father. He was still in the suit he’d been wearing at the press conference. Worse, he was the most recognizable person in Terran. She aimed her wand at his face and muttered an incantation, and his features shifted, his eyes turning to brown and his thin nose enlarging. The hair on his head also faded until it was a solid dirt color.

      “What did you do?” he asked in a whisper, hands darting to his face.

      “I changed your appearance. Don’t worry, it won’t last for long.” She grimaced at his drab head of brown hair. Then she pointed her wand at herself, reluctant to do the same thing to her own hair. Finally she pressed her eyes shut and turned herself back into Candace Smith, with her blonde hair and brown eyes. Instantly she missed her blue tresses.

      “Wow! I will never get used to witch magic.” He shook his head in disbelief.

      Azure had so many questions. Like, who was this guy? What was he like? How had he and her mother come to be together? However, those would have to wait…maybe forever.

      “Okay, so how are we getting into the palace?” she asked.

      “The good news is, we won’t have to. Tonight is the unveiling of a new monument on the far side of city. I’m guessing my brother will be giving the opening address in my absence, so if we can get backstage, you can use magic on him when he’s alone. Just before he goes out.”

      “Okay, that will have to work as far as a plan goes. What’s this a monument to? Is it Phillip’s face scowling at everyone in disapproval?”

      Richard actually laughed at her remark, his expression looking strange with his new nose. “Actually, it’s funny that you say face. At Phillip’s request, the sculpture was modeled after a famous monument on Earth. The one there is of the faces of famous people, so here we did the faces of Taylor Swift, Beyoncé, Oprah, and Hillary Clinton. It’s called Crushmore.”

      Azure could only shake her head. “I have no idea who those people are.”

      She heard someone approaching at her back and whipped around, only to let out a sigh of relief. Robert strode in their direction, an easy smile on his face.

      She snapped her fingers at him, impatience oozing from her.

      “Here you are,” he told her when he reached them. He dropped the soul stone from his hand but held onto the chain, making the gem sway in the air.

      “Thank Merlin!” Azure reached forward and ripped the chain from his hand. She fastened the necklace around her throat at once, feeling the stone warm against her skin.

      “One day I’ll let you buy me a drink to thank me.” At that, Robert backed up, turned, and sped off in the opposite direction. He needed to get out of there before he was seen, and she and her father needed to get out of view and across town.

      Azure turned to Richard. “Lead the way,” she said, holding out a hand.

      He nodded and stepped forward.

      “Not so fast there, Princess Azure,” a voice said behind them.
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      Azure froze, but then a smile broke across her lips. She’d recognize that voice anywhere. As she turned to the other side of the alleyway, a laugh of relief spilled out of her mouth. However, as soon as she saw the guy standing in the opening to the alleyway, her smile faded.

      Before her stood a man who resembled Ever with his black hair and slanted blue eyes, but this one didn’t have pointed ears. He looked like Ever when he was on Earth. What stunned Azure was the guy with pale mousey-brown hair next to him. He wore jeans and a black T-shirt with a smiley face on it, but she recognized the grin he wore.

      “Monet?” She squinted at him.

      “I know, I look like toad poop. Believe me, I’m really not okay with this. You’ll pay for the things I’ve done to rescue you.” His voice was his own.

      “You have brown hair,” she remarked, taking a step nearer to him.

      “Don’t remind me. And I’m wearing a T-shirt with a fucking smiley face on it,” Monet said.

      “It’s an emoji,” Ever corrected.

      “Emo-whatever.” Monet brushed him off.

      It felt so good to see Monet, and even Ever, but Azure didn’t allow herself to get distracted.

      “Did you go to Earth to change your appearance?” Azure asked.

      Monet’s eyes swiveled to the man at her back, curiosity written in them. “I wish. No, Negative Necromancer over there wouldn’t allow it,” he said, hooking a thumb in Ever’s direction. “Instead I changed my hair and borrowed some of his clothes.”

      “Well, just try not to look at anyone directly. Your eyes aren’t a natural shade for here,” Richard advised from beside Azure, referring to Monet’s mint-green eyes, which had previously matched his mint-green hair.

      “Is that…” Monet asked, inclining his head at her father.

      “Yes, and unfortunately he doesn’t have my mother’s soul stone. We just broke out of jail, and now we have to steal the stone from the Duke.” Azure rushed through her sentences, trying to catch these guys up fast.

      “Jail? That sounds fucking awesome.” Monet’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

      “It’s just a place full of gray,” Azure informed him.

      He grimaced, shaking his head. “Man, humans are the worst.”

      “Uhhh, I’m right here,” Richard remarked, garnering everyone’s attention. His blond hair and blue eyes had already returned, and his nose was back to its original shape.

      “Wait, I transfigured him. Why’d his face…” Azure asked, her words trailing off as she studied Richard, who looked confused.

      “Transfiguring humans is a bit more difficult. They don’t take to it as naturally, since they aren’t purely magical,” Ever explained.

      “Well, how are we going to get into this event to retrieve my mum’s soul stone with him looking like that?” Azure asked. “Richard, you’ll be recognized, so we’re going to have to leave you here.”

      “You can’t leave me here. I’ll be imprisoned again! There’s no way the Duke will grant me a pardon for having a witch child.” Panic had crept into his voice.

      “I’ve got a brilliant plan,” Monet declared with a triumphant smile.

      “Well, that’s a first,” Azure shot back dryly.

      “Hey, I scaled the walls of this place to rescue your ass, so shut it!”

      “Those walls were charmed to prevent that,” Richard stated.

      “Yeah, about that. Humans really suck at charms, but hey, you’ve made some nice shiny buildings,” Monet told him.

      “What’s your plan?” Azure asked. Her heart started to beat faster in anticipation. If they were caught here, they wouldn’t escape jail as easily the next time.

      “I’ll take the emperor to the border, where we’ll pass into the Dark Forest. I’m a master at disguise and sneaking around, so getting him through the city will be easy-peasy. You two,” he indicated Azure and Ever, “will retrieve the stone. We’ll meet up just outside the border. Ever knows the spot. It’s where we left Gillian.”

      “Gillian is still with you?” Azure asked, shocked that the grumpy gnome hadn’t disappeared.

      “Actually, the little munchkin gave us this,” Monet said, holding up a small disc. It had a tiny red dot on it, inside a black circle.

      “What’s that?” Azure asked.

      “It’s a finding device,” Ever supplied.

      Monet pointed to the red dot. “That dot is you. The black circle is us. We just had to keep moving until our circle met your dot. It was pretty cool.”

      “Wow, Gillian actually helped you?” Azure asked.

      “Don’t tell the little guy that I said this, but I think he missed you.” Monet cupped a hand at the side of his mouth in a fake attempt at stealth.

      “He just wants me to become queen so I’ll supply the gnomes with our honeysuckle crops,” Azure guessed.

      “Probably. Gnomes are so self-serving,” Monet agreed.

      “Which makes me think you’re half-gnome,” Azure said before turning to her father. “Monet will take you to safety. You’ll most likely be okay with him, although his stories are dangerously boring and he’s offensive enough to piss off an orc. Try and stomach him while you’re together.”

      Richard nodded, pressing his lips together. This wasn’t like anything he was accustomed to, but he was making a show of being brave.

      Azure slid her gaze to Monet, giving him a half-smile. “Don’t get caught! No messing around, just go straight to the border.”

      “Yeah, totally. Don’t worry your little blonde head.” Monet winked at her and strode forward, waving for Richard to follow him. “Hey, do you have any money? I need to pay the toll in the Dark Forest.”
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      “So you’re telling me your mother gave away her precious soul stone to make the Duke stay silent?” Ever asked as they strolled through the city. Azure had wanted to run to their destination, but that would have drawn too much attention. They pretended to be model citizens instead, sauntering through the streets.

      “Yeah, so now we have to sneak into this monument ceremony and take it from him. I think I can figure out how to do the last part, but getting the Duke alone will be difficult,” Azure said.

      “Leave that part to me.” Ever nodded reassuringly. She would have thought his bright blue eyes would have set him apart in Terran, like Monet’s eyes did, but people didn’t notice them. Everyone acted as if they were preoccupied, something she’d noticed yesterday when she’d entered this land. Strange to consider it was only yesterday that she’d stepped into Terran.

      A bike cut them off, and Azure held up her fist. “Watch where you’re going, buddy!” she yelled.

      Ever shot her a look of disbelief.

      “I’m trying to help us blend in. The people of Terran have awful tempers,” she told him.

      “Probably because they’re all coming down from sugar highs,” Ever said, observing the shops and restaurants as they passed. The stores all had displays in the windows or posters showing the food they sold.

      “Yes, the people here love sugar. They actually manifest all their food from it,” Azure said, fondly remembering the way the donut she’d had at Heidi’s house had melted in her mouth. “I mean, it’s delicious, but it has no nutrition. And the people of Terran don’t eat any vegetables.”

      “That explains so much. It appears they’ve misconstrued much of the information from Earth.” Ever smirked at a shop they passed.

      “I kind of sensed that, but since I don’t know much about Earth, I couldn’t figure out what-all they’d gotten wrong.”

      Ever paused. “Well, for one, you see this store?”

      Azure read the sign. “Pot Dispensary.”

      “Right. We have these all over Los Angeles, which I’m guessing the people of Terran learned one way or another. However, the ones on Earth sell a drug that is fondly called pot.”

      “And they took it literally.” Azure laughed, staring at the large pots lined up in the store’s window.

      “Yes, and their Apple store sells artwork of actual apples. And if I’m not mistaken, they’ve named all their banks ‘Starbucks.’” Ever shook his head, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “Wow, these people are thick.”

      “Well, if you’ve never been to a foreign planet, and had only received bits and pieces about it through the Dark Market, I guess there could be a lot of confusion,” Azure said.

      “Yeah, but why not just be yourself, right? Why imitate another planet?”

      “My thoughts exactly, but I’m guessing that’s why everything is out of whack for them. They overuse their magical resources and have bad nutrition because they refuse to be who they are. They’re humans on Oriceran, not Earthlings who live on a foreign planet,” Azure mused, the ideas occurring to her as she said them.

      Ever sped up as they approached a large grassy area where people were starting to gather. “Think we’re getting close.” He paused when they came to the artificial grass.

      “Yes, this should be the ceremony for the Crushmore monument.” Azure noted a large object covered with a tarp next to a stage. The platform was much like the one she’d seen at the emperor’s press conference, with a podium and a navy-blue curtain at the back.

      “Wait, did you say ‘Crushmore?’” Ever asked.

      “Yes. Apparently it’s modeled after some monument on Earth. It’s four different famous people’s faces chiseled into stone.”

      “Presidents of the United States. Not really famous, as much as leaders,” Ever said, scratching one long black sideburn. “And it’s called Rushmore. Man, how did these humans screw things up so much? They’re ridiculous.”

      “That’s what I said when they imprisoned me. I think they’re all partially braindead from sugar overload,” Azure replied.

      “Which will hopefully make our job easier.” Ever pointed to a path at the back of the stage.

      “I’m sure there will be guards back there, surrounding the Duke,” Azure said.

      “Which means we’ll need to draw them away. Any ideas?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” Azure remembered the dog that had accompanied the Duke when he captured her. She held the tip of her wand against her finger, hiding it along her arm, and flicked it at the curtain bordering the back of the stage. A feline, small and black, appeared. It was of course an illusion, but it would work for their purposes. The cat looked at Azure before turning its green eyes to the curtain and disappearing behind it.

      Azure had only enough time to glance at the crowd gathering several yards away, all of them excited for the unveiling of the monument, before she was distracted by barking coming from the backstage area. A moment later, a black cat sprinted through the curtain with a brown dog on its heels. A flood of guards chased after the dog, all of them running but not able to keep up with the four-legged sprinters.

      “Do you think that’s all of them?” Ever asked, watching as the guards passed them.

      “Hard to tell,” Azure said, but she was cut off by yelling from behind the curtain.

      “Get him!” someone yelled, and another set of guards emerged from behind the curtain.

      “Okay, that’s probably all of them.” She had counted five guards edging out from behind the curtain. “Now what?” she asked, turning to Ever.

      He pressed his eyes shut and she could feel something warm flowing from him, but only because his Light Elves’ magic was so different from her own.

      “Okay, as soon as you enter the backstage area, no one will be able to go back there or leave but you,” Ever said.

      “You’ll create an enchantment on the backstage area?” she asked, impressed. That was an incredibly strong and specific spell.

      Ever merely nodded his head. “I’ll only be able to hold it for a few minutes, so you need to get in there and retrieve your mother’s soul stone, then get out fast.”

      “And then we’ve got to get the fuck out of Terran,” Azure said, unsure how they’d do that. She’d figure it out once she had her mother’s soul stone.

      “Go now, while the coast is clear.” Ever urged her forward.

      “Okay, I’m going,” she said, casting a glance at Ever. Symbols had started to appear on his arms and neck, a result of the spellwork.

      With a sharp nod, she entered the curtained area.

      “Did you find Rover?” the Duke asked, turning around. His eyes growing wide. “What are you doing here?”

      Azure tensed. This wasn’t a normal human. There was something completely sinister about Phillip, who bore only a small resemblance to her father. His eyes were beadier, his nose more slender, and his demeanor was completely intimidating. “I’m here to take back something that belongs to the queen of Virgo.” Azure held out a hand to him. “I want my mother’s soul stone.”

      The Duke smiled, an expression absent of any joy. “Oh no. She gave that to me to ensure that I kept you a secret. I did, so the soul stone is mine.”

      “You exposed me, and lost Richard his crown!” Azure realized she was yelling.

      Phillip simply shrugged, his brown trench coat hiking up on his shoulders as he did. “I’ll retrieve the guards so they can take you back to prison, this time without your wand,” he said, his eyes narrowing on the wand in her hand. She tightened her fingers on it.

      Phillip strode to the other side of the curtain and halted, nearly ramming into the material. “What have you done? I can’t leave!”

      “And you’ll stay here for eternity if you don’t give me my mother’s soul stone,” Azure lied.

      “Look, you little witch, you’re not getting the soul stone back, and you’re not going to ruin this ceremony,” Phillip hissed.

      “The way I see it, you’re stuck back here with a witch who has a wand. You’re kind of screwed,” Azure said, holding her wand high and preparing a combat spell.

      Over the loudspeaker someone cleared their throat. “Before the Duke starts the ceremony, we’ve got a special surprise for you. Please join me in welcoming our musical entertainment tonight, Lady Ga Goo!” the announcer said, his words followed by a deafening round of applause.

      When the noise had died down, Phillip leaned forward. “You may have a wand, you filthy half-blood, but I have something more powerful,” he said, slipping his hand into his pocket of his trench coat. From it he withdrew an oval amethyst. Azure had never seen it, but she instinctively knew the soul stone belonged to her mother.

      “Not only will you not get this stone, but, using its power, I’m going to take yours too,” Phillip said just as the music started to play much too loudly.

      “No!” Azure yelled, knowing she was running out of time. Her soul stone rose off her chest as it had when it pulled her to her father. However, this time it was being stolen from her. She clamped a hand on it as she directed her wand at her mother’s soul stone. The only way she’d have been able to steal it was by knowing where it was, which the Duke had made too easy.

      The soul stone tugged toward her in the air, taking Phillip’s hand with it at first. Then it broke free and raced across the space between them. Azure shot her arm in the air, fingers splayed wide. The stone flew straight into the palm of her hand, and she yanked her arm down to her side. Phillip lunged at her, but she stumbled back several feet, falling through the partition walls. She watched as the curtains moved in front of her, but the Duke couldn’t break out of the backstage area. Azure tipped her head in Ever’s direction. He had backed up several yards and was still enchanting the backstage area, by all appearances. But in the distance the guards were on their way back, one of them carrying the large brown dog over his shoulder.

      Azure peeled herself off the stage, her mother’s soul stone clutched in her hand. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said, racing for Ever.

      He nodded, and pulled something from his pocket. Still muttering under his breath, he held out a small pink flower. Azure frowned, not understanding why he was offering this to her.

      Ever directed his gaze to her and finished his muttering. He shook his head, as if coming out of a daze, and thrust the flower forward. “Touch the petals. It’s a connecting device which will teleport us back to the rendezvous point.”

      His enchantment was broken when he stopped muttering. Phillip clambered out of the curtained area. The guards were nearly on them. Azure’s hand shot forward to the flower, and immediately the bright pink flower sucked her in. She disappeared and fell through a tunnel, spiraling around many twists and turns before being spit into a particularly dark part of the forest.
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      Azure’s body felt like it had been turned inside out. She hit the forest floor with a thud, her teeth slamming together as she landed. Unable to keep her balance, she fell to the ground, her palms encountering a patch of thorns.

      “Fuck!” she yelled as a vine slipped around her ankle. Azure rolled onto her back, pointing her wand at the noxious vine, which was seeking to strangle her. “Nestati!” she screamed, and a second later the vine disappeared. Azure hurriedly stood, brushing herself off of leaves and dirt. Ever stood a safe distance from the patch of vines and thorns. He was smirking at her with the large pink flower crushed in the palm of his hand. An identical pink flower grew in the patch of thorns where she stood.

      “Transporting oneself using fairy flowers is always a bit tricky, since they have poisonous thorns and deadly vines,” Ever said, tossing the broken flower over his shoulder, to the ground.

      “Poisonous?” Azure shrilled, turning her palm over and pulling a thorn from it.

      “Yeah. You’ll be okay. Hella nauseous, but you’ll survive. They’re meant to incapacitate the person who transports into them so the vines can do their job,” Ever explained.

      At Azure’s feet, the pink flower Ever had thrown to the ground and the one in the patch of thorns and vines turned brown and shriveled in on themselves.

      “So let me guess—fairy flowers grow in pairs. You pick one, and it will transport you to the other when you need it,” Azure said.

      “Good guess. And yes, but finding them is nearly impossible unless you’re a fairy.”

      “But not for a rebel Light Elf who hangs out in the Dark Forest, huh?” Azure asked.

      Ever’s ears had returned to being pointy. She directed her wand at her face and changed her hair and eyes back to their normal shade of blue.

      “The princess returns,” a voice said at Azure’s back.

      She turned to find Gillian sitting on the branch of a nearby tree, which was about where she’d seen him when they’d first met. He was still wearing the same brown suit, and his bowler hat still had a red flower on it.

      “And thanks to your help, Ever and Monet were able to find me in the Land of Terran.” Azure smiled at the gnome.

      He grimaced, shaking his head. “You must never share that with anyone. Honestly, I was just tired of waiting around for you to return.”

      “Then why didn’t you simply leave?” she asked, amused.

      “I would have, but I feared that Monet would break rules on this quest if I left him without supervision.”

      “Right! I forgot that you’re simply along to keep us from doing anything illegal,” Azure said.

      “You have in fact not forgotten that,” Gillian said, disappearing and then reappearing a few feet from her. “Were you successful on your mission?”

      “Well, I was apprehended and thrown in jail, but yes, I was successful,” she said, and pulled her mother’s soul stone from her pocket. It twinkled at her, glowing slightly.

      “It has been used recently,” Gillian remarked, staring at the gem.

      “Yes, the Duke of Terran had it and used it for his own purposes. You can tell because of the glow, can’t you?”

      Gillian didn’t answer, but instead gazed at something behind her. A rustle of leaves drew Azure’s attention to whoever was approaching.

      “What is the emperor of Terran doing here?” Gillian asked.

      Monet and Richard walked through some tall plants several yards away. Monet’s hair had returned to its natural mint-green color, and he looked to be greatly winded. Glancing over his shoulder, he pulled the back of his arm over his forehead to wipe off the sweat. Relief flooded his eyes when he turned back and saw the group just ahead.

      “Did you just say the human is the emperor of Terran?” Ever asked, his gaze on the two approaching men.

      “Indeed I did. He’s been reigning for many decades,” Gillian said, his boxy chin held high.

      “Well, that ended today, when all of Terran found out at a press conference that he’s my father,” Azure said.

      “Whoa! That’s far out. Your mother is the queen of Virgo and your father is the emperor of Terran.” Ever shook his head in disbelief.

      “Interesting.” Gillian pulled his notebook from his breast pocket and scribbled notes.

      “Glad you made it,” Azure said, striding forward but then hesitating. Richard was regarding her with some intensity. His eyes roamed her face as if he were seeing her for the first time, and the fine lines around his eyes deepened for a moment. It was hard to say how old he was. Humans lived a long life on Oriceran thanks to the magic, but not as long as witches and wizards. He looked like he was her mother’s age, minus maybe a hundred years.

      “We didn’t really have a chance before, but I wanted to formally say it’s good to finally meet you,” Richard said, extending his hand to her.

      Azure eyed the hand and turned to Monet, who was checking them out. “Were you followed?”

      He had a wide smile on his face. “Not by humans. I might have insulted a herd of centaurs, but I think we lost them.”

      “Good thinking! You’re trying to escape a treacherous land and you create more trouble for yourself,” Azure said.

      “Actually, I was trying to help us escape. I simply asked them if we could get a lift. They apparently didn’t think giving us a ride was an acceptable idea,” Monet said.

      Gillian huffed. “Of course they didn’t. Centaurs are prideful creatures who would never give anyone a ride on their backs.”

      “Well, I know that now. They could have just declined, but instead they charged after us. I had just enough time to jinx them before we turned and ran.” Monet grabbed his mint-green robes from a tree branch where they were hanging. He pulled them on and removed a bag of Cheetos from an inside pocket. It was the supersized bag they’d bought him on Earth, now about half-full.

      “Hey human, do you know how to make Cheetos?” he asked Richard.

      “Emperor Richard,” Gillian corrected.

      Monet pursed his lips, nodding like he was impressed. “My apologies. Of course Princess Azure would be from royal blood on both sides.”

      “Princess?” Richard asked her. “I thought you… Your coronation was supposed to have taken place already.”

      “Well, kind of like your press conference, it was ruined when everyone found out I was half human,” she said, pointing at the soul stone hanging around her neck.

      His gaze flicked to the amethyst, and knowledge dawned on his face. “It’s blue.”

      “Yes. It’s the wrong color, according to Virgoans.” Azure still didn’t know how she’d win her people’s favor, but she had her mother’s soul stone and that was more important. Now she just had to get back to Virgo.

      “Man, one little kid fucked up everything for two royal families,” Monet said with a whistle.

      “Shut up, Cheeto Boy. And just so you know, I could probably use my human magic to make Cheetos if I had some sugar, but I’m not going to do it.” Azure thought about what she’d learned from Heidi while in Terran. They made most of their food by converting sugar into things like pastries or french fries.

      “Well, good thing you’re not the only human in our jolly band of misfits,” Monet said, turning his attention to Richard. “I’ll share if you make me some more.” He opened the bag of Cheetos and offered it to Richard, who held up a hand to decline.

      “What about you, Ever, my favorite half-Light Elf?” Monet asked.

      “I think we have more pressing matters. I need to return to Virgo. My mother needs her soul stone,” Azure said.

      “What do you plan to do with the emperor?” Gillian asked, his pad still in his hands.

      Azure threw a casual glance at her father, who looked discomfited.

      “He’s an adult, and can figure things out on his own,” she said.

      “It’s not safe to leave him in the Dark Forest alone. If the rogue dryads find him, they might punish him for what the people of Terran have done to the forest,” Gillian said.

      “I tried to stop the people from leeching too much from the forest,” Richard protested.

      “Well, then you’re an ineffective leader,” Monet said. “There’s no forest left around Terran.”

      “I know, but I authorized Phillip to work with Charmsgood to find ways to regrow the forest,” Richard said.

      “By ‘work with,’ did you mean kill him for a solution?” Azure asked.

      “What? No! I told him—”

      “We found Charmsgood’s body, and I’m guessing he won’t be the only wizard Phillip takes down to get what he wants,” Azure said, cutting him off.

      “But without a Potions Master, he’ll run out of answers,” Ever said.

      “Phillip has probably figured out how to replicate the last potion, using the magic from Queen Emeri’s soul stone,” Richard said, cradling his head in his hands like he had a sudden headache.

      The sun sat close to the horizon, warm light filtering through the trees. Soon they’d be cast in darkness in the cold forest. “Ever, where will we be safest for the night?” Azure asked him.

      “North, on the coast,” he answered at once.

      “Okay, we’ll leave Richard there. He should be safe on the beach. I’m heading to Virgo first thing in the morning,” Azure said, taking the lead and setting off in the direction of the ocean.
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      “Do the people of Virgo know that Azure was imprisoned in Terran?” Sari asked her daughter.

      “Yes. I told my cabinet members to spread the news. It should be all over the land by now.” Queen Emeri took a seat in the high-backed chair next to the fireplace. Standing for any period of time exhausted her now. The virus had taken all her magic, and soon it would go after her very life.

      Sari stirred the basin of green liquid, which still was tinted with the image of Azure in the Dark Forest. “She has your soul stone. You’ll have it by tomorrow,” she said, sensing the fatigue in her daughter.

      “Yes. I didn’t know if she’d succeed in getting it back from Phillip.” The queen’s frail hands worried the pearls around the sleeve of her vibrant red dress.

      “This is Azure we’re talking about. She wasn’t leaving Terran until she had that soul stone. You underestimate your daughter,” the queen mother said.

      “I don’t, not at all. She’ll make an extraordinary queen. It’s just that—”

      “You didn’t want to get your hopes up.” Sari finished the queen’s sentence.

      “Yes,” she said with a long sigh. “Without my soul stone, I don’t have much longer. And when one is facing an early death, well, hope can be a fickle friend.”

      “Hope is all we have when death is approaching, dear Emeri.”

      “I’m not in the mood for one of your adages at the moment.”

      “Well, then you’re going to thoroughly loathe my next question,” Sari said, sweeping to the shelf of potions and pulling a round bottle full of burgundy liquid from it. She withdrew the cork and sniffed before shaking her head in disgust. Recorking the bottle, she floated it using her wand across the room and into the fireplace. The bottle dropped into the orange flames. Billows of blue smoke and a rancid smell exploded in the room.

      Emeri covered her mouth. “Did you have to dispose of that now?”

      Sari pursed her lips at her daughter. “There’s never a good time to get rid of a hair regrowth potion that’s gone bad.”

      Emeri shook her head. “Mother, you’ve never needed a hair regrowth potion,” she said, eying the old woman with her full head of lavender hair.

      “That’s what you think,” Sari said, shaking her head, her bob swaying with the movement. “Now for my question. Seeing Richard in the scrying bowl, was that difficult?”

      “You’re only asking because you already know the answer,” Emeri said, watching her mother remove another potion from the shelf and swirl it to check its color.

      “That’s true. It’s an awful game I play,” she said as she placed the bottle labeled “Goodnight Cream” back on the shelf. “You know the people of Virgo will never allow him to live here.”

      Emeri sucked in an exasperated breath. “I don’t want him here!”

      “Oh, no, you just loved him enough to breed with him and were ready to lose your crown to stay with the man,” she said, plucking another bottle from her potion shelf.

      “I was younger when I made those choices. And Richard, well, he stupidly told Phillip about us. If he’d not done that, I wouldn’t have been forced to surrender my soul stone. He knew what kind of man his brother was and still he trusted him with our secret.”

      “That’s because we don’t always see those close to us clearly. Richard always wanted to believe his brother was good at the core,” Sari said, pushing up her half-moon glasses, her nose nearly pressing into the bottle as she studied its contents.

      “Yes, and Phillip has nearly run the Land of Terran into hell. He’s evil to the core.”

      “I don’t disagree, my dear.” Sari turned, giving her full attention to her daughter.

      “Mother, we’re running out of time. I need the people to accept Azure as queen.”

      “Then do something drastic.”

      Emeri nodded. “Yes, that was my thought. I’m going to call a meeting in the main square, inviting all Virgoans.”

      “You’re going to tell them about the virus and your soul stone,” Sari guessed.

      “Exactly.”

      “Our people will hate the humans of Terran.”

      “Which means they will love the princess who escaped from them,” the queen said.

      “Everything will depend on timing,” the old witch warned

      Her daughter rose to a standing position and moved toward the door, her long dress sweeping the ancient wood floors of the House of Enchanted as she walked.

      “Yes, so keep an eye on Azure. I’ll go and arrange the meeting for tomorrow morning,” Emeri said, taking her leave.
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      Azure was grateful to have her pack back. She’d had to leave it with Monet when she went into Terran, but now she could change the ridiculous wedge heels for her more practical boots. Her stomach rumbled, but she ignored it for the moment. There would be time to eat once they made it to the beach. Beside her Richard strode, his eyes flicking to her every now and then.

      “Go on, then,” she prompted.

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “You obviously want to say something. Spit it out,” Azure said.

      “I have so many things I want to say. Like for instance, that I never wanted to give you up, but we had no choice. Phillip found out and blackmailed us. And when Sari discovered the secret, she advised your mother not to make your true identity public. But losing your mother and you, it…well, it took away much of my drive, both as an emperor and as a man,” Richard said in a rush, the speech sounding rehearsed.

      “Wow, you were so upset that you went and had Fredrick?”

      “I did that to protect the crown from Phillip. He could control me because of you and Emeri. However, if I had an heir he couldn’t take my role as Emperor. His mother died many years ago.”

      “I’m sorry,” Azure said, noting the pain that flickered in his eyes. “And you don’t think Phillip will try and take Frederick out now?”

      “Actually, I fear he will, but I’m a bit helpless at the moment,” Richard said.

      “What I don’t get is why you didn’t change the laws, fix relations with the people of Virgo, or do something to stop your people from becoming wasteful dimwits,” Azure said.

      Richard’s eyes fell to the forest floor. This part of the woods had thicker growth, making their progress slower. “I tried, but I had taken over for my father and he’d brainwashed our people into these practices. Emeri and I wanted to change all that, but we didn’t realize how shortsighted we’d been. You can’t simply erase hatred. And then after you were born, Phillip took over. He ran the government from the inside, and used the Consumer Party to maintain his hold.”

      “I kind of figured he was behind that.” Azure turned to face Richard directly. “Why don’t the rogue dryads turn Phillip into a statue when he’s in the Dark Forest?”

      Richard’s face fell in shame. “I’m sorry to say it, but my brother entered into a partnership with a flock of harpies some time ago. That’s how he and his crew were able to go into the Dark Forest and extract a tree for the Harvest Celebration.”

      Azure remembered the gigantic redwood tree that had been hauled into the stadium for the humans to leech. “The dryads are afraid of harpies?” she asked. Every creature was afraid of something, and from what she’d heard, harpies were an incredible threat.

      “Yes, and he supplies them with who-knows-what in order to maintain their cooperation,” Richard said.

      “Well, we’ll just have to find a way to take out the harpies. I’m going to break down the walls of Terran and lead the dryads in there,” she told him, raw conviction in her voice.

      “You can’t do that! Most of the people of Terran are innocent. They shouldn’t have to pay for what my brother has done. They don’t know any better,” Richard said, his face flushing red.

      “They’re wasteful humans who take and take without concern for the forest or others. They’re allowing a silent war to go on, one that’s killed Charmsgood and others of my people,” Azure said, aware that everyone was listening to their conversation, although Ever was pretending to look especially interested in the canopy overhead.

      “Look, just like other species, humans are flawed. The people of Terran don’t represent humanity. And if the things I’ve read about the history of Earth are correct, then societies evolve. My people, the people of Terran, can change. You can’t just send in the dryads to turn them all into statues. And they would—you know that. They’ve been trying to get past our borders for ages, which was why the wall was enchanted—to prevent intruders,” Richard said, looking at Monet and Ever, who had scaled the wall. They apparently had a magic the dryads didn’t, which meant that Azure absolutely could lead them into Terran if she so desired.

      “No, you look—” Azure began and then froze, feeling a cold wind sweep across her face.

      “What is it, Princess?” Gillian asked from his position at her back. The group halted.

      Ever came over to her, inspecting the forest in front of them. “We have company.”

      Monet slid behind Azure. “I believe you’ll make a fantastic shield.”

      “So noble of you,” she said, but stepped forward, not sensing danger.

      “What are you doing?” Ever asked as she strode past him.

      “Can’t you hear that?” she asked, turning her head as she listened to the soft sounds in the distance.

      “Of course, now that I’m listening for it. I’d been paying attention to you and Richard before,” Ever admitted.

      “It’s crying,” Monet said. “I hear it.”

      A figure stepped out from behind a tree several yards away. Her beautiful face was visible through the veil she wore, and her silver hair flowed over her black robes. And although her face was as pale as the moons, her eyes were red. She turned and faced the group, and burst into tears again.

      Ever reached out, clasping his hand on Azure’s shoulder and pulled her backward.

      “I’m fine. She’s not going to hurt me,” Azure said, stepping forward.

      “You know what that is?” he asked.

      “She is not a that. And yes. She’s harmless,” Azure told him.

      “She’s not what I’m worried about.” Ever scanned the forest.

      Azure took another step forward, pressing her hands down to calm the crying woman. “Shhh. It’s okay. Are you here to see us?”

      The woman burst into another round of tears, pressing her slender hands to her face.

      Azure nodded. The woman was here for one of them. She leaned over slightly to look up at the lady, who wiped tears from her bloodshot eyes and stared back at Azure.

      “Would you please tell me which of us you are grieving?” she asked the woman.

      “Azure?” Monet called her name from several feet away. “I’m not sure it’s wise to be that close to a crazy, crying lady who’s dressed for a funeral.”

      Spinning around, Azure scolded him with a single look. “She is dressed for a funeral. One of ours. This is a banshee.”

      The color drained from Monet’s face, but he didn’t reply. Banshees visited someone before their death in some circumstances. They grieved the death that would happen.

      Turning back to the woman, Azure offered her a look of comfort. “It’s going to be all right. If you can just tell me who will die, we can protect them.”

      The banshee shook her head. “All of you!” she wailed, bursting into tears again. “All of you die!”
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      “It’s the humans. Phillip is probably sending the harpies after us.” Azure pivoted to face Richard, blame heavy in her words.

      He nodded slightly, dropping his gaze in shame.

      “Well, I’m not going to sit back and be hunted. Who here knows how to find the dryads?” Azure asked, studying the group.

      No one made a sound; all of them turned away from her penetrating stare. “Oh, come on. If we don’t do something, we’ll be a feast for harpies.”

      “Well, I think that’s my cue to take my leave,” Gillian said, his voice tense.

      Azure spun around. “You’re abandoning us?” she asked, appalled.

      “Yes, but I’m also helping you,” he said, straightening his hat on his head. She could have sworn that the flower on his bowler had changed slightly.

      “I’m failing to see how,” Monet said, his hands on his hips.

      “Take away one from the group, and the prophecy changes. Use that to your advantage,” Gillian said, then disappeared.

      “Wow, what a fantastic advantage that little guy gave us. I totally don’t get why gnomes have such a bad reputation.” Monet buried his hands in his hair.

      “He’s right.” Ever paced back and forth. “If we change the group’s dynamics, it’s possible we can undo what is supposed to happen.”

      “What is this hocus-pocus you speak of?” Monet asked.

      “The banshee.” Ever indicated the woman in the distance, her robes swaying as she moved away. “She’s grieving our deaths. But if the group splits up, then we change the future. We won’t all die if we don’t stick together.”

      “So you’re leaving us too?” Azure asked, realizing these guys were a bunch of cowards.

      “Well, honestly, a trip to Earth would be good. We’re running low on provisions. I could pop over using an illegal portal and get some things to tide us over, and to leave with Richard while he camps at the beach,” Ever said.

      Monet slid up close to him, throwing his arm around his shoulder and pulling him in tight. “I’d be happy to accompany you to Earth. Thanks for the invite!”

      Azure narrowed her eyes at the pair before her. “You’re leaving us to fend for ourselves?” she said, indicating herself and her father.

      “We’re almost to the beach, so I’m sure you’ll be fine. The Agoura River is coming up. Follow it to the ocean, and we’ll meet you at Lifeguard Station One-Hundred-Twenty-Six,” Ever said, like the plan was a done deal.

      Lifeguard stations had been set up on the beach eons ago by humans who thought that they were a good idea to protect vacationers who might get into trouble. However, soon they were abandoned because no one wanted the responsibility. Just another example of bringing over an idea from Earth that didn’t work there on Oriceran.

      “Fine, get out of here, you fucking cowards. I don’t need your help. I’m going to find the rogue dryads.” Azure crossed her arms on her chest and tried to believe her own claim.

      “Well, since you put it that way… Let’s go, Ever.” Monet waved him forward.

      Ever nodded and turned his back, creating a portal that looked like a bright light spiraling in the air. He held out a hand to Monet, who eyed it suspiciously before taking it. The pair stepped through the portal together. Monet turned when on the other side and waved over his shoulder and said in a sing-song voice, “Don’t die, dear Azure.”

      “Fuck off,” Azure sing-songed back. She reluctantly turned to find Richard staring at her. “Well, it looks like we very well could die together.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” he said with a good bit of conviction in his voice.

      “Let’s hope not. I’ve got to return my mother’s soul stone back to her.” Azure pulled her pack off her back and set it on the ground. She only had to rummage inside it for a moment before finding what she was looking for. Pulling the knife that the orc, Drago, had given her from the bag, she handed it to Richard. The blade was curved, and it had a bone handle. “Here, this might come in handy. I have no idea how to use a knife, but you probably do.”

      “I do, actually. Thanks.” He took the knife.
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      The roaring sound of the Agoura River soon met their ears. Azure dropped her pack on the ground and climbed down the steep banks. She’d been out of water for over an hour now, and this was the perfect place for a refill.

      “Do you think that’s wise?” Richard asked, remaining on the forest path.

      Azure turned her head toward him, giving him an annoyed look. “It’s better than dying from dehydration.” She sank her canteen into the water. When it was full, she dipped both hands into the river and splashed cool water onto her face. Soon she’d need to eat. Monet and Ever had better return with something good, because fishing sounded like a horrible idea.

      Azure sank her hands into the rushing water again, enjoying the way the current massaged them. Just then, something bit sharply into her finger. She yanked her hands to her chest, stumbling back several feet.

      “What is it?” Richard asked, hurriedly sliding down the sloping banks to her.

      “Something bit me,” Azure said and examined her hand to find a neat bite-mark on it. “That fucking asshole.” She peered around, shaking her head.

      A head of black hair broke the surface of the water and large brown eyes stared at her. The face didn’t rise up all the way, but she could tell that the eyes belonged to a beautiful mermaid, who was smiling.

      “You fucking bit me. You should know I’m a witch,” Azure said.

      The mermaid rose until her chin was above the surface of the water. “That’s why I only bit you. I tasted your poison immediately.”

      “Well, now I need something to combat your poison. Do you have anything?”

      “Of course I do, but why would I give it to you?” the mermaid said, flashing a mouthful of pointy teeth at Azure. Her eyes swiveled to Richard, who was behind her. “A human isn’t poisonous, though. Why don’t you come over here?” The mermaid batted her long eyelashes at Richard, puckering her ruby-red mouth. In a sudden daze, Richard stepped forward like he was considering the idea.

      Azure grabbed his forearm. “Are you crazy? She’ll eat you.”

      “I’m okay with that,” he said, his voice subdued.

      The mermaid opened her mouth and started to sing. It made Azure’s ears ache, but didn’t have the same effect on Richard. He tugged at the arm she had grabbed, trying to free himself.

      “Stop!” Azure yelled. “Look, I’m friends with Farrah in the lakes bordering the Land of Terran.”

      The mermaid’s mouth slammed shut and she tilted her head, regarding Azure with new interest. “Why didn’t you say so before?” she said, and disappeared.

      Mermaids are so fucking weird, Azure thought. Richard still gazed at the water as if he were unable to break free of the trance. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” she told him. However, Richard didn’t move. She snapped her fingers in front of his face, finally rousing him from his daze.

      “Seriously, don’t slow me down by falling for a mermaid who will make you part of a five-course dinner. I would not grieve your death.”

      He turned, but didn’t look at her as he gulped. “Right. Yeah, sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Just then a soggy green plant popped out of the water, landing at their feet. A moment later the mermaid’s face surfaced. “There you go. Wrap that around where I bit you and you’ll be fine.”

      Azure studied the mermaid for a moment. She was astonishingly beautiful, but also appeared mischievous. Finally she picked up the plant. “Thanks,” she said, wrapping it around her finger, which was presently bleeding a great deal.

      “I’m Tabby. I’ll keep an eye on you until you get to the sea. There are things along your journey that… Well, just keep your guard up.”

      Azure wanted to thank the mermaid, but the banshee’s words sang in her head, haunting her. She merely nodded, climbed up the bank and put on her rucksack.
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      “You appeared worried when you mentioned returning Emeri’s soul stone to her,” Richard said after they’d been hiking for only a few minutes.

      Azure ground her teeth together. “Yes. She needs it.”

      “But why? I realize they’re a source of power for the witches and wizards of Virgo, but why does she suddenly need it?”

      Azure spun to face the man, who maybe in the right light resembled her slightly. Still, he infuriated her with his ignorance and incompetence. “She needs it because someone in Terran infected her with a virus!” she yelled, louder than she had meant to.

      “What? No, that could never have happened.”

      “Well, it did. After their last visit, she and her entire cabinet contracted a virus which has been robbing them of their magic. And because my mother doesn’t have her soul stone, it’s physically killing her,” Azure said. Uttering the words pinched her insides.

      “That’s impossible. If that had happened, I would have known about it, and I would have stopped it,” Richard said, his eyes suddenly nervous.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Azure screeched so loudly that her voice echoed through the forest. “You don’t seem to know half of what Phillip does. You have zero control of your government or your people. Actually, you fucking stink as a leader.”

      Richard’s mouth fell open, but nothing came out.

      “Friend of Farrah’s,” the mermaid’s voice called from the river.

      “What?” Azure snapped, frustration overwhelming her.

      “Would you please keep your voice down?” the mermaid requested.

      Azure almost said something rude, but instead she bit her lip and nodded, her eyes threatening tears. She could hardly believe how weak her father was. Facing forward again, she continued walking toward the beach.

      “Azure, you must believe that I had no idea what Phillip was doing. If I had, I would have stopped it. I never wanted anything bad to happen to Emeri, and I’m sorry,” Richard said at her back.

      Azure froze and clenched her fists at her side. She turned to Richard. “Did you ever think of standing up to your brother? He’s behind all this. The pollution, the soul stone, the virus. If you would have just stood up to him, none of this would have happened!” Her voice increased in volume on the last sentence. She suddenly couldn’t control her temper. All her fears and aggression boiled to the surface.

      She heard a splash, but kept her eyes on the man before her. He drew in a long, deep breath. “I tried, but—”

      Something in the river caught their attention just then, interrupting them. Azure spun to see a row of spikes rise from the river water, and the head of a dragon broke the surface.

      “Oh, no!” Richard stepped forward, shielding Azure from the monster. Its head was the size of their bodies, and its long black neck stretched high out of the water.

      “It’s just a dragon. I can handle this. Step back, coward,” Azure told him, her voice nearly sounding bored. She had been taught how to handle dragons, so she knew the right curse to subdue the beasts.

      Two more dragon heads then poked out of the water to join the first, flicking their tongues. Their black eyes stared hungrily, but Azure merely filled her lungs with oxygen.

      “Okay, so it’s a three-headed dragon. That’s a bit more difficult, but I’ll be all right,” she said, placing a hand on Richard’s chest to push him back where he’d be out of harm’s way.

      “They breathe fire, so you’ll probably want to run off and hide in the woods. I’ll come and find you when I’m done,” she told him, and turned back to the dragon, which had moved toward the bank.

      Azure pulled her wand from her hair, the blue curls falling to her shoulders immediately. “Hey, fucker,” she called to the three-headed dragon. “I’m guessing you’re looking for dinner, but I’ve got other plans.” She pointed her wand at the closest head, and suddenly water exploded farther up the river. Azure shrank back a step, realizing that something had soaked her. Blinking the water from her eyes, she noticed it had suddenly gotten dark. She looked up to see that the sun hadn’t actually left, but rather there was now something above her obscuring the light. The dragon, who had been a safe distance away, stood arching its back above her, all nine of its heads looking down at them, tongues flicking from their mouths.

      “Oh, shit! Nine fucking heads!” Azure yelled, falling on her backside. She pushed herself backward, her wand in her hand.

      “Come on,” Richard said, grabbing her wrist and pulling her up. There wasn’t much room to stand and run, since the dragon heads were hovering so close. Still, she got up and sprinted away with Richard just as fire hit the ground she had just vacated.

      They veered into the forest and a head cut them off, the cold dark eyes of the beast taunting her. Oh good, it wanted to play with its food.

      Azure turned back to the river, Richard on her heels as she ran. She guessed this was the beast that was supposed to have killed everyone in the group. Well, now it would kill only them.

      Shadows from the giant heads covered the ground. Azure had no idea what the dragon was planning, but she’d still have to execute a counterattack. It would just be different than before. Pausing, she turned to Richard, who had the knife she’d given him out. Making an impromptu decision, she pointed her wand at the knife and shouted, “Uvećanje!”

      The Orc’s knife grew until it was the size and shape of a two-handed broadsword. Richard started, but produced a smile when he realized what had happened. “Good thinking,” he said, just as a shadow darkened his back.

      Azure felt something at her own back. They were cast in darkness. She peered to the right, noticing that the dragon’s heads had them blocked in. “I think we’ve been trapped,” she said, looking straight at Richard, her lips not parting as the words left her mouth.

      “Yes, which means, if we’re going to strike it should be now!” Richard yelled the last word, whipping around to face the closest dragon head.

      Azure threw her wand up and a blast of wind shot from it. All the heads were pushed in the other direction, but an instant later one of them swung back, its black eyes excited. Richard lifted the sword and brought it down, severing the head cleanly.

      A sense of victory crept into Azure’s chest, and her wand vibrated in her hand. The other eight heads shrieked as they felt the pain of losing one of their number. The neck of the severed head flailed from one side to the other, nearly crashing into Azure and Richard. He stood frozen, but Azure was suddenly hopeful. They could do this. One head down, eight to go. The headless neck rose into the air as she watched the monster, and something grew from its end. Azure blinked at the creature as two more dragon heads sprouted from the single neck.

      “Fuck my life,” Azure whispered, realizing they were utterly screwed.

      “My words exactly,” Richard said, his back to Azure’s. They wouldn’t make it far if they ran right now, but maybe that was their only option.

      Down by the river, something caught Azure’s attention. She flashed a glance in that direction, to find Tabby bobbing in the water, her hands flailing.

      “What?” Azure mouthed at the mermaid.

      The sea creature was doing something strange with her hands. She sliced her hands across her neck, like severing her own head. Then, taking her other hand, she ran it across her neck, a spark flicking from her fingers.

      “Okay, I think I know what we need to do,” Azure said, breathless, her back pressed hard into her father’s. “I’ll give you an opening. Cut off another of the heads.”

      “Azure, then we’ll be facing an eleven-headed monster,” Richard yelled, over the rancid breaths streaming down on them from the dragon’s heads.

      “Just do it,” Azure said, thrusting her wand in the direction of the beast’s body and sending another blast of wind at it. The monster reeled back, high-pitched screams ripping from the various heads. Then one of the heads sank forward, its tongue flicking as it opened its mouth to breathe fire. Richard darted forward, raising the sword over his head and bringing it down behind that head. The Orc’s blade sliced through the dragon’s hide without any problem, but this time Azure didn’t take a moment to celebrate. Instead, she directed her wand at the neck, which had frozen momentarily in the air. Before it could start whipping back and forth, she yelled, “Pečat.”

      The bleeding neck of the dragon dropped to the ground, sealing itself as if it had been cauterized.

      “Oh,” Richard said, a few feet away. “So that’s how.”

      “Yes,” Azure said, just as the other dragon heads rose in the air, all of them screeching so loudly that they both were forced to clamp their hands to their ears. Azure kept her eyes on them, thinking they were about to attack again, but instead of another head sinking down in front of them, the dragon backed up, dragging the neck of the severed head with it. As soon as the dragon was in the river, it sank down, disappearing under the rapids.

      Azure looked for the mermaid, but didn’t find her. She’d find a way to thank Tabby later. For now she threw herself to the ground, taking a few steadying breaths as her pulse raced.

      “Good thinking on cauterizing the wound,” Richard said, putting the point of the sword on the ground and leaning on the handle.

      “I owe the tip to Tabby,” Azure said, jerking her chin at the river.

      “Yes. It appears you’ve made a few friends along the way.” Richard smiled as he stared down at her.

      She mopped the sweat off her forehead with her shirt, realizing that her hair was drenched. Maybe she’d take a dip in the ocean later. The river was definitely off limits from now on. “I guess that was the beast that would have defeated us.” A chill ran down Azure’s back at the thought of her merry crew facing that nine-headed monster.

      “I’m guessing that events did change when the group split up,” Richard said.

      “Yeah, but it’s strange. In that would-be future the five us were defeated by the dragon, but here the two of us were able to make it retreat,” Azure mused.

      “Well, it could be that we make a good team,” Richard said, picking up the sword and lifting it to rest on his shoulder.

      “I don’t know about that. I just didn’t want to die yet,” Azure said, placing her hands behind her, getting ready to push up to a standing position. That display of magic had really drained her. “But hey, good work with the sword. I wish I knew how to use a blade.”

      “It’s part of the training I received growing up. I’d be happy to teach you,” Richard said, extending his hand to her.

      Azure eyed his hand and then finally extended her own, allowing him to pull her to a standing position. “Let’s be on our way. I can’t wait to rub it in Monet’s face that we faced and defeated a nine-headed dragon.”

      “Hydra,” a voice said from the river.

      Azure turned to see Tabby bobbing in the water, a smile lighting her face.

      “What?” Azure called.

      “The dragon is called Hydra, and it looks like it worked. I’m glad. A friend of Farrah’s is a friend of mine,” the mermaid said.

      “Thank you, Tabby. Please let me know if I can return the favor. I’m Princess Azure,” she said proudly, waving at the mermaid as they continued on the path.
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      Monet stepped through the portal to find himself standing on a huge patch of concrete. It was marked with lines, and the same kind of vehicles he’d seen in Terran were parked in rows all over it. “Well, traveling by illegal portal sure as hell beats riding a horse,” he said, clasping his arms on his lower back and pressing his chest forward to stretch his spine. He was worried for Azure, but also knew that Gillian had probably been right. Changing the dynamics of the group had likely been the best way to keep everyone alive. He’d been struck by horror when the banshee announced they all were going to die, but he’d quickly convinced himself that they’d changed things for the better. Belief was a strong force.

      Ever cast a sideways look at him and shook his head. “Don’t be surprised if people gawk at you.”

      Monet smirked. “You must know by now that I’m used to people dropping their jaw when I walk into a room. I’m a total hottie.”

      “Not what I meant.” Ever scanned the area around them. The sun had just set, and a single moon was rising. “The people of Earth will most likely think you’re a freak with your green hair, and they’ll probably assume you’re with a band of young adults who pretend to be wizards.”

      Monet pulled the collar of his mint-green robes up proudly. “Just imagine if they found out I was the real deal.”

      “We’re not going to imagine anything like that. I’m able to open illegal portals because I keep a low profile on Earth. The last thing I need is the Silver Griffins breathing down my neck for using magic here.”

      “They sound like a bunch of uptight snails.”

      “Well, we do need to maintain order between Earth and Oriceran. There’d be chaos if magic wasn’t policed here.”

      Monet wasn’t listening anymore. He could only take so much talk about rules. They really did bore the fuck out of him. “So where have you brought me?” he asked, staring at the concrete desert.

      “This is a parking lot, but more specifically, I’ve brought you to a place for one-stop-shopping,” Ever said, turning toward a building.

      Monet pivoted on his heel to find out what the Light Elf meant. “Walmart.” He read the sign on the front of a building that was equivalent in size to the entire estate of the House of Enchanted. “Does this place have Cheetos?”

      “Yes, my simple friend. Your mind will be blown when you discover all that’s inside that store,” Ever said, striding forward.

      “I’m ready to have my mind blown.” Monet followed closely behind, his robes swaying around him.
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        * * *

      

      Monet squatted in an aisle, then took a seat on the cold white floor.

      “What are you doing?” Ever asked, checking to see if anyone was watching them. He was relieved to see that they had the chip aisle to themselves for now.

      “I’m just going to live here,” Monet said, leaning back and nestling his head on a bag full of air and potato chips.

      “They kind of frown upon aliens taking up residence in big-box stores here on Earth.”

      “Well, I’m a wizard, so squatting is in my blood. They’ll just have to get used to it.” Monet reached up to the shelf above his head and grabbed a bag with a spotted cat on it. “Flaming Hot Cheetos,” he read. Pinching the sides of the bag with his fingers, he was about to pull it open when something made the bag fly from his hands. It landed in Ever’s hand, and he had annoyed look on his face.

      “You have to pay for these first,” Ever said.

      “But how do I know if I’d like them? There are like a ton of flavors here. Crunchy, puffs, paws, cheddar jalapeno,” Monet said, rising to a standing position and pointing to the various bags.

      “I don’t make the rules, but I do ask that you follow them.”

      “I hope you’ve got money, because I’ve only got my dashing good looks and quick wit—which, by the way, I do believe should be a currency.” Monet grabbed several bags off the shelf, filling his arms.

      “Yes, I’ve got you covered. However, I think we should pick up some other kinds of food. Azure will have my head if we return with only a bunch of Cheetos.”

      “Fine, fine. Lead the way.” Monet said, tucked another bag of Cheetos under his chin, his arms now officially full.

      In the next aisle, Ever selected what Monet believed were the most boring foods in the world. Things called trail mix, beef jerky, and fruit snacks. “It’s stuff that will keep for a while, and it’s also chock-full of protein and vitamins.”

      “But lacking in flavor, me suspects,” Monet said, studying the Light Elf. He then turned and faced him straight-on. “Tell me, why exactly are you risking your tail to help Azure? I mean, opening illegal portals and breaking into the Land of Terran could get you into pretty big trouble.”

      Ever threw a box of granola bars into their basket, his eyes shifting to the side as he thought the question over. “I guess I sympathize with her. I was born on Oriceran, but came to Earth to discover my human side. I’m a hybrid, which means I constantly have to balance the two sides of me. For her, it’s created a division, not just with her people but also within herself. Anyway, when I was spying on you two in the forest, I recognized that divide in her.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” Monet said, pursing his lips and nodding. “You should share some of your struggles with her. It might help, because I suspect meeting her human father is bringing up all sorts of things for her.”

      “Be careful. That almost sounded like you were concerned for someone else’s well-being besides your own.”

      “Your pointy elf ears need to be checked,” Monet said. Of course he wanted the best for Azure. She didn’t just put up with him; it could be said that she made him a better wizard. One day, if they could make the people of Virgo see what he saw, she’d become queen and successfully lead them.

      “Come on, let’s go to the electronic department. I’m going to buy you something cool,” Ever said, taking off down the aisle.

      “I’m liking you more and more by the minute.”
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      Azure could taste the salty ocean air before she saw the aquamarine waters in the distance. This area had what the witches and wizards of Virgo called mermaid-fin-colored waters. She didn’t realize that Richard had stopped until she’d trudged several yards through the white sand.

      Turning back, she gave him a questioning look. “What’s up?”

      He shook his head, as if shaking himself out of a fog. “Nothing. It’s just, I’ve never seen the ocean before.”

      That struck Azure as strange. In her mind the emperor of Terran was well-traveled. How had he made her mother’s acquaintance otherwise?

      He must have read the confusion on her face because he came up to her, nodding. “You’d think I would have, right? But I spent my youth learning how to be emperor. I was never allowed to travel, except to the main lands. However, all my life, there was never anything I wanted more than to explore Oriceran.”

      Richard stared at the waves, a dreamy quality in his eyes. She bet he’d worn that expression a lot as a boy, before adulthood had stripped away his opportunities.

      “Well, you’ll have a lot of time to explore now, seeing as how you’re an outcast from Terran.”

      He flicked his gaze to meet hers, a smile springing to his lips. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. But I also want to help you.”

      “I’m not sure how you can.” Azure headed for the lifeguard station down the beach. It was painted light blue, and the numbers one, two and six were painted across its side in yellow. A black-haired Light Elf was waving from its deck with a relieved smile on his face. Monet didn’t look as happy that Azure had in fact not died, or at least she hadn’t yet. The wizard marched down the wooden ramp, then pivoted and marched back up. His eyes were focused on something clasped around his wrist.

      “You made it!” Ever called when they were closer.

      “We didn’t get eaten by Hydra the nine-headed dragon,” Azure said. Richard had the knife—she’d undone the expando charm that had made it a sword—sheathed at his waist.

      Monet’s head popped up, excitement in his eyes. “Nine-headed dragon? Are you certain? Maybe you accidentally licked a psychedelic toad instead. That happens to me all the time when I think I’ve had a gnarly adventure.”

      “I don’t partake of psychedelic toads like you do, so I’m sure what we experienced was real,” Azure said.

      “And the two of you defeated it? That’s pretty impressive,” Ever said.

      “Well, we made it retreat, anyway,” Richard chimed in.

      “I wonder why you two were successful, when before we split up that dragon was going to kill all of us?” Monet resumed his march.

      Azure had wondered the same thing. It must have had something to do with the mermaid, Tabby. Maybe they wouldn’t have met her if they’d all stayed together. “Well, it’s possible that we haven’t yet met the real danger. It could still be out there, waiting to take us all out,” she said, staring at Monet, who was counting. “What in the hell are you doing?”

      He halted, and a grimace came over his face. “I’m playing with the lame gift Ever bought me,” Monet said and then twisted his head to look at Ever. “Gold. Next time I want gold, gems or money.”

      Ever shrugged, not looking at all put off by Monet’s ungrateful attitude.

      “He bought me a Fitbit, which he hyped as cool,” the wizard told them, jumping up and down on his toes as he eyed a bracelet on his wrist.

      Reading Azure and Richard’s confusion, Ever said, “It’s a fitness device. It measures sleep, heart rate, activity, and also has a handy dandy GPS.”

      “GPS?” Azure questioned.

      “Oh, right. It’s a global positioning system. Think big map. But it only works on Earth,” Ever explained.

      “That sounds extremely helpful.” Azure turned and extended a hand toward Monet. “Give it over if you don’t want it.”

      He pulled his hand back to his side, ceasing to bounce. “I didn’t say I didn’t want it. Just, knowing that my heartrate is one-twenty isn’t really that interesting.”

      “Actually, I’m fascinated to learn you have a heart,” Azure told him, noticing that Richard had entered the lifeguard station and was exploring it. It had windows on all sides that were currently boarded up.

      “Don’t worry, Princess, I’ve got you covered. I bought you a gift as well,” Ever said, pulling something from his pocket and tossing it to her. She caught it in mid-air and brought it to her chest.

      “What is this?” she asked, eyeing the strange device. It had three lobes with a circle connecting them in the middle.

      “It’s a fidget. You put it on your finger and it spins,” Ever said proudly.

      “What is it for?” she asked, doing what he said and watching it rotate.

      “Absolutely nothing. It’s completely useless,” Ever said.

      “Wow, thanks,” Azure said with zero enthusiasm.

      “My intentions were good. Fidgets are used on Earth to help with focus and stress relief. I can’t think of anyone who could benefit more from those two things, so there you go,” he said.

      “Seriously, Monet, I’ll pay you for the Fitzit,” Azure said, holding the spinner in her hand.

      “Fitbit,” Ever corrected. “And I think you both could benefit by sharing your toys.”

      “You’re trying to encourage sharing? Have you met my oaf of a friend, Monet?” Azure was incredulous.

      “Yes, and I daresay that was his last trip to Earth. He made quite the scene,” Ever said, crossing his arms on his chest and shaking his head at the wizard.

      Monet pulled his arm to his side. “Oh, come on. She had green hair!” Then he turned to Azure. “There was a lady at Wal-whatever who had bright green hair like your mother’s. Anyway, I ran up to her and threw my arms around her, I was so happy to see a witch on Earth.”

      For dramatic effect, Azure slowly brought her chin down and looked at Ever. “Let me guess, she had dyed it that color.”

      “Bingo!” Ever winked.

      “How was I supposed to know? Why would someone do that? In Virgo, it is considered highly offensive to change the color of your hair. The shade of our hair is of great importance,” Monet complained.

      “Anyway, Christmas morning is over. No more presents. Azure, why don’t you come with me to gather firewood? We got some food, but we need to start a fire before it’s too dark,” Ever said, trotting down the ramp and pausing at her side.

      “What’s Christmas?” Azure felt like she didn’t understand half of what Ever said.

      “Just come on,” he said and then called over his shoulder. “Keep an eye on him, Richard. Gillian will be pissed if he breaks any laws.”

      “What does Gillian care?” Azure asked as they walked off. “He abandoned us, remember?”

      “I did too, if you recall.”

      “Yes, and I’m still pissed. If I had died, you would have been upset for at least half an hour.”

      “Maybe a full hour.” Ever laughed. “And if I’m being honest, I knew you’d be fine.”

      Azure made her way to the base of a sand dune where driftwood had gathered. It wouldn’t burn for long, but it was a fuel source nonetheless. “Oh, really? How’d you know that?”

      “My people have many prophecies. They are often contradictory, as was the case when the banshee who foretold our deaths. But we’re all very much still alive—there are multiple futures, and they shift depending on the present.”

      “Am I in one of these prophecies?”

      “Hard to say. They can be analyzed many different ways, but yes, I think one refers to you.”

      “What does it say?” Azure asked, her curiosity instantly piqued.

      “That’s not really important, but I figured that if we changed the group dynamic you’d survive. And I thought it would be good for you and Richard to spend some time together.”

      Azure gathered some wood in her arms and stood tall again. “Yeah, I guess it had its benefits. He proved he’s not a complete coward.”

      “To us who are from the planet of Oriceran, humans can seem a little boring. I mean, they don’t have pointy ears or brightly colored hair, and their magic disappears on Earth. However, connecting to your humanity could help you to uncover that which is unique to humans,” Ever told her, filling his own arms with wood.

      “I’m guessing you’re not going to spill any secrets now in order to save me time in this voyage of self-discovery?”

      “You know, if I’m ever on a game show, I want you on my team. You’re incredibly intuitive.”

      “What’s a game show?” Azure asked.
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      By the time the sun had set over the horizon, they had a nice fire burning in a sandpit. Richard had been the one to create the fire from the driftwood. Azure had suspected that he wanted to contribute, being the odd man out. Magic came to the others so easily, and she reminded herself that humans needed a source. Richard must have pulled from the ocean for magic. Thinking about it, half of her was human like him, so she could do the same if necessary. Ever had hinted that there was something powerful about human magic. Gran had also alluded to that before Azure set off on this journey.

      “Well, I’m stuffed,” Monet said, sticking one of the fingers covered in orange dust into his mouth and sucking on it.

      “Wish I could say the same,” Azure said, tossing the half-eaten granola bar to the sand. “I thought you were going to bring back food? Like real food.”

      “Told you she wasn’t going to like it,” Monet said to Ever. The wizard was lying back, resting his head on a log he’d found while they were gone.

      “I agree that it’s not a sizzling steak dripping with garlic butter, but I thought it would be easy to carry and keep well,” Ever said, tearing off another piece of beef jerky.

      “Yes, a pot of braised tri-tip with root vegetables would be hard to carry,” Azure agreed.

      “Or a roasted chicken sandwich with dill pickle and coleslaw on the side,” Monet said, licking his lips and looking dreamily at the stars in the Oriceran sky.

      “Or ice cream, maybe a hot fudge sundae with whipped cream,” Richard chimed in, who was sitting with his legs crossed in front of him.

      All three of them turned to him, but Azure and Monet had looks of confusion. “Ice cream?” she asked. “Is that like the frozen yogurt I had in Terran?”

      He nodded. “It’s better with hot fudge, though.”

      “What is the humans of Terran’s deal with sugar?” Ever asked.

      “It was a part of the food pyramid my father’s administration mandated that the people follow. At the top are meats, in the middle, larger section are grains, and the largest space at the bottom is for sugar-based foods,” Richard explained.

      “I don’t really need to tell you how backward that is, do I?” Ever arched a thick black eyebrow.

      “I don’t know. How are we supposed to know what we don’t know? In Terran, we’ve been cut off from much of what has happened on Oriceran. That was a part of our history at first—preservation of our culture as the outsiders on this planet. Now I’m starting to think it’s become our biggest shortcoming.”

      “And hopefully you now see why the humans of Terran, especially Phillip, need to be punished,” Azure said.

      “I’m starting to understand that a little thoughtful intervention wouldn’t hurt. And I don’t disagree about my brother. He’s been misguided for a long time.” Richard gathered a handful of sand in his palm and let it run through his fingers.

      From out of nowhere, a figure appeared. Fire danced in Gillian’s green eyes as he stood beside Azure, his hands proudly grasping the lapels of his suit jacket.

      Monet jumped, pressing his hands to his chest. Then he sucked in a breath before glancing at his Fitbit. “For fuck’s sake, Gillian, you made my heart rate spike.”

      “What are you doing here?” Azure asked, not nearly as flustered as her friend.

      “I’ve returned,” Gillian merely said.

      “Because the danger is gone, or because you’re checking to ensure we’re following the rules?” Azure asked.

      “I think, Princess Azure, it is unwise for you to consider that the danger has passed. And from what I can tell, all of you are in need of a reminder of the rules,” he said, eyeing the various food packages strewn on the sand around the fire. “You’ve been to Earth again.”

      Gillian bent to the ground, which was a short trip for him. He plucked up the spinner that Azure had abandoned and held it in the air. “What is this?”

      She reached over and yanked it from his hand. “Oh look, something you don’t know. I think I’ll be like you and withhold information.” Azure realized she wasn’t being quite fair. Gillian had withheld information, but he’d also been helpful. She was just angry with him for abandoning her. However, he’d never sworn himself to this journey. It had only been her in the beginning, but she was grateful he had joined, as well as the others.

      “Well, maybe you won’t be so cross with me when I tell you where I’ve been,” the gnome said.

      “Maybe.” She rested her arms on her knees.

      “I went to the Light Elf Library and did some checking on how to find the dryads,” Gillian said.

      “That sounds incredibly helpful. Are you feeling okay?” Azure said, lifting her hand and reaching toward the gnome’s forehead as if to check his temperature.

      He twitched back, shaking his head at her. “I assure you that I am fine. And although I remain neutral in all of this, I figured I could at least look into some of it for you.”

      “So, wittle guy, did one of your wittle books tell us how to find the dryads?” Monet asked.

      Gillian didn’t grace the wizard with a look; he kept his eyes on Azure. “I learned that there is a book that tells you how to find the rogue dryads.”

      “Can I check it out from the Light Elf Library? Or maybe Ever can?” she asked.

      “We don’t presently have it in our collection, although I’d love to be the one who added it,” Gillian said, rocking from his toes to his heels and back again.

      “Oh, so I guess that means you’ll help us find it because it will assist your cause,” Azure said, smirking at the gnome. Actually it made her happy that something she was intent on doing might benefit one of her friends.

      “I know where to look, and you might possibly hold the key to finding it,” Gillian said.

      “I do believe that’s how partnerships are created,” Ever said, lying back and sharing the log with Monet.

      “Fine, let’s set out to find it after I return my mother’s soul stone to her,” Azure said, watching as Richard picked up her knife and ran his finger over the blade. He’d spent part of the evening sharpening the Orc’s knife.

      “That would be acceptable, since we need to look in the mountains on the other side of Virgo,” Gillian said.

      “Great. And Richard, we’ll be leaving you here—I hope you realize why. I don’t think that under the current circumstances it would be a good idea to bring you any closer to Virgo,” Azure told her father.

      “I agree,” he said, holding the blade up so it caught the firelight.

      “You can keep it,” she offered. “I daresay you might need a way to protect yourself out here.”

      “Actually, since I’m not the one journeying into the Dark Forest, I want you to take it back,” he said, pushing into a standing position. “However, I’d like the opportunity to teach you how to use it. Since you’re setting out at first light tomorrow morning, I was hoping you’d allow me to give you a lesson right now.”

      Azure stare at the man before her, who was strangely sincere with his easy smile and kind eyes. Finally she nodded. “Yeah, okay. Fine.”
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      “Now, no staying up late. I want you in bed every night by ten o’clock, you got it, young man?” Monet ordered Richard.

      Azure shook her head, rolling her eyes. “Do you have everything you need?” she asked the man she hardly knew but resembled.

      “I’ll be fine,” Richard stated, a forced smile on his face. To be left to fend for oneself on the edge of the ocean after living within the borders of Terran all of one’s life must be strange.

      “One of us will be back to check on you in a day or so,” Azure said, threading her arms through her pack’s straps. The Orc’s knife was now strapped to her waist; after a few hours of practicing with Richard, she thought she could actually use it effectively if necessary. She patted her wand, which was wedged in her hair. That was the weapon she preferred to rely on.

      “Okay,” Richard said, his eyes sentimental as she backed up. The rest of the group had already set off down the beach. “Be careful, Azure. And send your mother… Please tell her I wish her well.”

      She nodded, unsure what to say next, so she simply turned and trudged away.

      The four of them hiked in silence for a whole minute before Monet opened his fat mouth. “Two-hundred and two. Two-hundred and three. Two-hundred and—”

      “What are you doing?” Azure asked, noticing that he was reading the Fitbit, which was on the opposite wrist from the band that held his soul stone.

      “I’m counting my steps. Well, actually the Fitbit does that for me, so I’m just announcing it for your enjoyment. I plan to keep you abreast of my heart rate, steps, temperature, and physical activity level as well, and later, my sleep duration.”

      “Permission to kill the wizard?” Gillian requested from the front of the group.

      “Granted,” Azure answered at once.

      A gasp left Monet’s mouth. “I’m trying to be my best self and all of you are ridiculing me. I’m offended.”

      “We better veer back to the Dark Forest now,” Ever said, having stopped and scanned the area as if he could see a map in his head.

      Azure had actually enjoyed the respite the beach had offered. She knew she was deluding herself if she thought that it was safe on the shores of the ocean, but it felt safer when hazards weren’t hidden behind trees. The darkness of the forest filled her with constant foreboding. However, the fastest way to Virgo was through the Dark Forest, so she hitched her pack up and followed the Light Elf.

      As soon as Azure’s boot passed the Dark Forest’s tree line, she felt its chill wrap around her. Her eyes took a long minute to adjust to the blackness of the woods. It felt like it had been much longer than a night since she’d been in the Dark Forest, probably because this section was thicker than where they’d been yesterday. Large moss-covered trees obscured the path with their veils of thorns. Azure had expected that a simple spell would clear the obstacles, but after watching Monet try and fail, she concluded this vegetation was resistant to their magic.

      A spider web caught Azure in the mouth unexpectedly, and she backed up several feet, waving her hands in front of her to clear the invisible threads. This was one of the disadvantages of having Gillian take the lead: he was too short to take the cobwebs down for her. Ever and Monet both passed her, looks of pity on their faces.

      “It’s just cobwebs, you diva!” Monet shook his head at her.

      “I’ll remind you that I faced down a nine-headed dragon without complaint,” she said. But she still allowed them to position themselves in front of her.

      “According to you,” Monet said, an edge of disbelief in his voice. He turned to Ever, who was at his shoulder. “She also said she made friends with a mermaid on her way to Terran.”

      “That’s strange. I’ve never known mermaids to be friends with homo erectus,” Ever said.

      “I made it rain for her,” Azure said, nearly twisting her ankle in a patch of vines.

      “Another bold-faced lie,” Monet said, turning back to her with a half-smile. He jabbed Ever in the side with his elbow. “It takes a gang of witches and wizards to produce a shower in Virgo. Man, this gal is really looking for attention.”

      “Yeah, I’m totally starved for it,” Azure said, deciding to ignore the two males, who apparently had bonded since the adventure started. She’d spike Monet’s evening brew with something unpleasant when they returned to Virgo.

      The idea that she was only a two-hour walk from her homeland filled her with a feeling she’d never encountered before. Soon she’d thrust her mother’s soul stone into her hand, giving her the thing she’d need to heal herself. Well, maybe she wouldn’t have her magic back, but she wouldn’t physically decline any farther. And part of her next mission would be to find the cure to this damn virus. Her to-do list was starting to overwhelm her, but that didn’t matter. Saving her people was what was important. Saving the Dark Forest, that was important too. She’d make it all happen.

      Azure was lost in thought when a rush of wind blew down on her from above. She peered up, but only found a few songbirds flittering around in the branches overhead. The canopy wasn’t as dense here, allowing the morning light to stream in and bathe her arms in warmth.

      Suddenly the sound of wings beating assaulted Azure’s ears, and she jerked her head up to find the light from overhead obstructed. She shielded her eyes with her arm so she could see properly as something dove at them from overhead. A loud screech rang in her ears, and Azure realized too late what kind of being had produced the noise.

      “Get back under the trees!” she yelled, sliding to the right where the trees were thicker. But she froze before making it there, realizing who the half-vulture, half-woman was trying to grab. In the blue sky above her, a large harpy dove forward, its clawed feet reaching for the ground. And just in front of it, Gillian stood with his arm covering his face.

      “No!” Azure screamed, darting forward. However, she was too far back, as were Monet and Ever. The gigantic bird-woman reached down and yanked the gnome from the ground. Beating its large feathered wings, it hovered in the air before rising higher. Gillian struggled in the harpy’s clutches, flailing his arms, trying to free himself. His face was red with frustration and his eyes were alight with fear.

      “Give him back!” Azure commanded, just as two more harpies swooped across the sky, circling as if stalking their prey.

      Ever ducked low, sprinting in the direction of the harpy who’d stolen Gillian. “I’m going after him!” he called to the group.

      Azure looked at Monet, whose normally bright face was pale and fearful. “We’ve got this,” she assured him. Rolling back her shoulders, she reached for her wand just as a high-pitched scream rang from overhead. She couldn’t stop herself from covering her ears. The sound was incredibly loud, making her think it would rupture her eardrums, and then the sky above her darkened. Azure jerked her chin up just as the harpy’s claws pinched the top of her head. She flung herself to the ground, wondering if the harpy had missed her. But when her hair fell to her shoulders, she knew what the beast had taken.

      “My wand!” Azure screamed, pushing back to her feet, pointing at the harpy who hovered in the air staring at the pair with contempt. The harpy’s face was that of a vengeful woman, with a pointy chin and red eyes. Its skin, body and feathers were darkly striped. It looked as if it was taunting her as it flew to the side and back again, Azure’s wand in plain sight.

      “Get back here, fucker!” Monet said, pulling his own wand from his robes.

      The harpy screamed and darted in the wizard’s direction. He directed his wand at the revolting vulture-woman and shot a neat bit of fire at her, which connected. However, she continued forward, diving at Monet even though her wings were ablaze. He leapt out of the path of the angry monster at the last moment.

      Azure pulled her knife from its sheath, about to sprint forward and stab the bird, which was splaying its wings as it tried to extinguish the fire. Then another gust of wind hit her face, and she raised her gaze to find another harpy diving at her. Azure was just about to roll out of its path when she realized that would be a coward’s way. Instead she took a running start and leapt into the air. The harpy’s red eyes registered surprise as it tried to change direction. However, it couldn’t pull out of its dive so easily. The tip of the knife stabbed into the body of the harpy as Azure thrust her arm forward. She pulled the knife back to the side of her body as she dropped to the ground and rolled out of her jump. In Azure’s hand, the knife glowed, like it had suddenly come to life for a moment.

      The shriek overhead told her she’d been successful, but the blood that rained down told Azure she’d done something the creature would try to punish her for. She jerked up to find the harpy regarding its wound with great offense. The harpy dropped down a few feet, losing the power to keep itself up using its wings. The monster landed before Azure. It was taller than her on its bird legs. And its wing span was considerable, which was probably why it kept its wings spread as it raced at her. The feathers on its front were covered in blood.

      Azure held her knife at the ready, not backing down from the grotesque beast attacking her, wings beating cold wind into her face. The vulture-woman looked like a giant chicken with a bad attitude problem. Azure darted forward just as they were about to collide, and brought the knife down into the harpy’s shoulder and across her body to connect with the first wound she’d made. The feathers made it tough to cut through to the skin, but she persevered. The harpy screamed its offense at Azure, soaring into the air, more of its blood spilling down to cover the witch’s shoulders. The harpy nearly rammed into the ground as it tried to take flight. The shoulder wound was taking its toll, but the harpy was determined. Finally it got enough momentum to clear the tops of the trees. Soon the harpy was met by the one who had stolen Azure’s wand. Azure turned to find Monet racing toward her, two wands in his hands. He pushed one at her, his face beaded with sweat.

      “You owe me big for this. Fortunately, I was able to save your ass, but only barely.” He doubled over, breathing hard.

      “I had my ass covered, but thanks for getting my wand,” she said, through ragged breaths.

      “I had to pull out some spells I hadn’t used in a while. Just remember that harpies don’t mind fire, but those ugly-ass birds don’t like water.”

      “Noted.” Azure turned to the trees where Ever had disappeared. A great rustling sounded from the area. A moment later the Light Elf appeared, his face as red as Monet’s. He’d received a few cuts on his face and arms. However, that was acceptable, because on his heels was her favorite gnome.

      “Gillian! You’re okay.” Azure sprang forward. She was just about to wrap the gnome in a hug that he’d thoroughly despise when something fell from the trees behind Gillian. Azure took a step forward, although running was probably a better option. Before her stood an Orc bigger than Drago, the one they’d rescued. Then, all around them, the sounds of something like drums echoed as Orcs jumped from the trees to surround them, their eyes radiating murderous rage.
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      “I daresay that Azure will probably be a bit late. We might think about postponing the meeting a tad,” Sari said, peering into the scrying bowl. On the surface of the liquid, Azure could be seen backing up so that she, Monet, Ever and Gillian were as close together as possible, their eyes on the angry and brutish Orcs surrounding them.

      “Damn it!” Emeri gazed into the scrying bowl.

      “It’s just a tribe of Orcs. I’m sure they’ll only behead Monet, and let’s be honest—that could be for the best. We all know there’s nothing in that boy’s head.”

      “Mother!” Emeri stormed to the other side of the room, nearly tripping on her long pink gown as she did. The hem of her dress was encrusted with precious gems, which had been a gift from the pixies when the witch and wizards of Virgo had dug them out of a fortress of fallen trees after an Oriceranquake.

      “Well, you can’t expect me to sugarcoat things. But try not to worry. Azure has surrounded herself with a clever Light Elf and a resourceful gnome. However, I fear that Monet will open his stupid mouth and have them all roasting over a pit in no time.”

      “Strange how in one breath you set me at ease and in the second you nearly give me a heart attack.” Emeri started to pace. She shouldn’t be expending so much energy—she needed every ounce of her strength for the coming meeting in the city center. However, it looked like that would need to be postponed. Her head was muzzy with exhaustion. She would have laid down right then and there if her dress would have allowed it, but the tight bodice and giant hoop skirt prevented many things, one of which was breathing. Emeri needed to look regal for the meeting, which she had to assume it would still happen close to its set time. She’d half-expected that Azure would bring Richard with her, but had been relieved when the princess left him behind.

      It had been amazing to watch her daughter battle a harpy, a trial the queen had never had to face. However, when the Orcs dropped from the trees, Emeri’s heart had fallen with them.

      “There has to be something we can do,” she said, her back to her mother.

      “We wait.” Sari bustled around behind her. The old witch was always on the move, always making a potion or jotting down notes in her grimoire.

      “How can we sit around and wait when Azure has probably been taken prisoner by Orcs?”

      “Because she’s Azure, and this is part of her path. She might get hurt. I actually think she’ll return with a scar or two, but maybe only on the inside. But if I know my granddaughter, she’ll find a way to persevere. You need to have the same faith, my dear.”

      “Well, I would, if the idea of losing my daughter on top of everything else wasn’t too much,” Emeri said, her emotions starting to rise to the surface. She’d been so strong for so long. It might be time for the dam to break.

      A hand she had known since birth clapped down on her shoulder, and she turned to find the smaller woman staring at her, lavender eyes shining brightly. “Don’t worry, Emeri, Azure will return. Go tell the council that the meeting will be postponed one hour, but that it is still on.”

      Emeri’s eyes hesitated on her mother’s face. How could she be so sure? No one escaped from Orcs. They were savage beasts who rarely took prisoners; usually they just slaughtered their prey. It was against the truce, the things they did, but some species couldn’t be tamed.

      Pulling a handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress, Emeri lifted it and pressed it to her nose, sniffling slightly.

      “Okay,” she said finally, and turned for the exit. If faith would save her daughter, she’d wrap herself in it until the very end. Honestly, this wasn’t about surviving this virus anymore. Now that she was about to lose Azure, she knew what she valued above her very life. If her daughter returned to her, she’d die happy.
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      The Orc standing just between Gillian and Azure eyed the princess, then dropped his gaze to the bone-handled knife she gripped firmly in her fingers. The Orc didn’t have a neck, and his head was mostly block-shaped. For that reason, when he revolved his gaze around the group, he looked like a mound of muscle with eyes.

      “You!” the Orc lifted its thick arm and pointed a bulky finger at Azure.

      She stepped forward, stumbling down as she did, her nerves making her clumsy. “Let my friends go,” she bellowed at the Orc who had spoken. He narrowed his beady eyes.

      He pressed his bottom jaw forward more, his large pointy teeth nearly touching the ring that pierced his nose. “No! They die with you!” the Orc roared, and he picked up a mallet she hadn’t noticed and slammed it into the ground. Suddenly brutish hands grabbed all of them.

      Azure tried to twist away from the Orc at her back, who was trying to grab the knife in her hands. Her wand dropped to the ground as she fought him. She spied Ever and Gillian, who were frozen, not fighting the Orcs but rather allowing themselves to be bound by the beasts. However, Monet was throwing a huge fit, screaming about how they were crushing the Cheetos stashed in his robes.

      “I’ll give you a whole bag if you’ll just stop with your Orc-ish ways,” Monet said, sounding more offended than hurt by the treatment.

      “Give me back my knife,” Azure screamed when the Orc succeeded in pulling it from her grasp.

      The chief turned his wild eyes in her direction, venom written in them. “Your knife?” he demanded, stomping over to loom above Azure.

      She pushed up on her tiptoes. “Yes, mine!”

      “You stole that knife from an Orc. It has our handle. It is Orc-made!” the beast roared.

      “It is Orc-made, but I didn’t steal it!” Azure yelled to be heard over the grunting of the Orcs, who were starting to act restless. Damn beasts.

      “You did! And now you’re going to die for taking from one of our people. To get that knife, you must have killed the Orc who owned it,” the chief said, shaking his large head at her. His greenish skin paled as he glared at her.

      “I promise I didn’t kill Drago!” Azure cried, so loudly that her voice felt like it cut her from the inside out. The brutes were now making so much noise it was causing her chest to vibrate.

      “What did you just say?” the chief said, the muscles on his large chest heaving as he pointed at her.

      “Drago! He’s the Orc who gave me the knife!” she bellowed.

      The tribe suddenly fell silent.

      “Drago is missing!” The chief took a step forward, ground shaking under his weight.

      “That’s because he fell into a pit created by humans. He’s probably looking for you. Are you his tribe?” Azure asked, her words frantic. She was aware that Ever, Monet, and Gillian were all restrained, but her attention was on the Orc before her.

      “How did you get his knife?” the chief asked, his nasty breath filling her nostrils as he stared down at her.

      “He gave it to me for saving him from a pit, the one the humans set for him. Then he told me his name.”

      A great murmuring arose from the Orcs in a language Azure didn’t know—or maybe it was just filled with so many grunting sounds that it sounded foreign.

      Finally the chief turned back to her with a measured glare. “If what you say is true, why would you save an Orc?”

      She blinked as the smelly beasts stepped back an inch, giving her nose a bit of respite. “I don’t know,” Azure finally sputtered.

      “Bad answer, Azure!” Monet yelled. “Know! Have a good fucking answer!” He was restrained by an especially hungry-looking Orc, who was presently drooling on the back of his head.

      Azure spun back to the chief. “I mean… I saved him because it’s wrong to cage another. I heard him screaming and found him trapped. We,” she motioned to the others as best she could, restrained from behind by an Orc who smelled like rotting garbage, “lifted the bars off the top of the cage and freed Drago. After he got out, he introduced himself and gave me his knife. I saved him because I wanted to help him.”

      The chief regarded her for a moment, then huffed and turned his chin to the side. “If what you say is true, Drago is out there.”

      “And we will help you find him,” Azure said at once, earning a worried glare from Monet. “I’m Princess Azure, and I can tell you that he was caught in a trap placed by the humans. They were trying to catch one of my people, but instead they got Drago. I’m so sorry.”

      The chief’s eyes changed, a sudden softness taking them over. “You speak from the heart,” he said, pounding his large hand to his chest.

      “I know of no other way to speak,” she said, her voice full of conviction. “I’ll send Ever and Monet to look for Drago, but I must return to the land of Virgo. I have important business.”

      “Fuck me,” Monet groaned from a few feet away.

      Ever simply lowered his chin, accepting the task she’d bestowed on him.

      “Thank you. Your help in finding one of our lost clan means much. The harpies,” the chief said, indicating the sky. “We saw them.”

      “The humans from Terran,” she said. “I believe they sent them after us. Their new leader is out to get us, and he’s the one who set the trap which caught Drago.”

      “It sounds like you are in danger,” the chief said.

      “After everything I’ve been through, that is an understatement,” she said with a morbid laugh.

      The chief looked at the Orc holding Azure. “Let her go. Let them all go,” he said, and extended his hand to the Orc behind her. The knife Drago had given her was immediately placed in his palm. He lowered his hand, giving her back the weapon. “If you’re in danger, you’ll need this.”

      She blinked at the giant Orc in disbelief. “Really? Thank you!”

      If he didn’t smell like three-day old trash, she’d have hugged him.

      “Yes. Drago wanted you to have it. I believe you when you say you didn’t harm him, and that you’ll help us to find him. Honestly, we’ve never had a reason to hate the witches of Virgo. It’s only that I saw you with one of our knives and was worried.”

      “We would never hurt you. I only want what’s best for Oriceran,” Azure said.

      “I sense as much. And I fear that the harpies will soon be after your people again. So, in payment for helping Drago, we will guard you on your way to Virgo. And when he has returned, we will guard your borders,” the chief told her, bowing low.

      Azure bowed to the Orc in return. “I would be honored to have your assistance.”
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      “Well, while you storm off under the protection of a gaggle of Orcs, we’ll just tramp out into the evil Dark Forest to search for a missing one. And if you remember correctly, I highly insulted Drago when we rescued him,” Monet said, crossing his arms and looking perturbed. He didn’t want to go on this mission at all, but Azure had made a deal with the Orcs and she needed their protection for the people of Virgo.

      “Monet, you offend everyone, so Drago is no different. Please locate him and bring him to the northern border of Virgo. That’s where the chief will be waiting,” Azure said, looking at the chief, who nodded at the question in her eyes.

      “Monet do this. Monet do that. Save my father. Get me food. Find an Orc,” the wizard said in a high-pitched voice meant to mock Azure.

      “I won’t remind you that you asked to come along on this mission.” Azure narrowed her eyes at him.

      “I think you just did, Princess Azure,” Gillian said in a low voice.

      “Right. Well, you two be careful. Take this so Drago knows he can trust you,” Azure said, unbuckling the knife from her waist and handing it to Ever.

      “We’ll find him and bring him to Virgo. Don’t worry.” The Light Elf looked ready for the challenge. Monet would be safe with Ever, or at least Azure hoped he would.

      “Thank you,” she mouthed just before the pair turned and marched in the opposite direction.

      Azure turned to the chief, who had his eyes focused on the forest ahead. “Let’s go. I need to return as quickly as possible,” she said, her chin held high.

      “I’ll take the lead. My men will be in the back and on the sides. Stay vigilant, Princess. I fear more harpies or other dangers are ahead of us,” the chief said, his voice more like a growl.

      Azure nodded, striding ahead with Gillian at her side. She kept a close eye on the gnome, not wanting to lose him to a harpy again. He was easy prey.

      The group trooped through the Dark Forest, negotiating the path through the vegetation more easily than before thanks to the chief chopping down much of it with a machete. Traveling with Orcs would actually be pretty great if not for the smell and the constant grunting. Twice a fight broke out between two Orcs, but quickly earned the attention of the Chief, who merely turned and regarded the pair with sharp dark eyes. Like quarreling siblings under parental scrutiny, they brought their fists back to their sides and pretended to ignore each other. Orcs were actually kind of cute, Azure thought, if one got over the hulking muscles and bald heads.

      Sliding her eyes to the side, Azure checked on Gillian. He kept up easily despite his short legs. “You don’t have to worry about my safety, Princess,” he said, catching her glance.

      “I do believe, based on the past, that I absolutely do need to,” She remembered the harpy that had plucked him so easily from the ground and flown off. If it hadn’t been for Ever, Gillian would have been an appetizer.

      “I was distracted, and missed the signal from my built-in warning system. It won’t happen again, and I daresay I’ll be the first to know about approaching danger,” the gnome assured her.

      “Warning system?” Azure asked, running her eyes over Gillian. He only wore the brown suit and bowler, but he was constantly pulling the pad from the inside pocket of his jacket. And he’d given Ever and Monet the device to locate her. Who knew what else he was hiding in his pockets?

      Gillian sighed, but didn’t answer her question. She should have expected as much.

      “Anyway, what about this book we’ll be looking for in the mountains?” she asked him.

      “It’s called the Book of Branches. It details the habits, practices, and philosophies of the dryads, as well as other forests nymphs. Further, there’s information on the different tribes,” Gillian said.

      “That’s how we’ll find the rogue dryads, isn’t it?” Azure asked.

      “I believe so, but finding the book might be more difficult than actually finding the dryads.”

      “I’m used to that kind of thing. Nothing has been easy since I learned half of me was human.”

      “But you haven’t given up on your quests.”

      “Well, no. My mother’s life depends on me returning her soul stone, and the Dark Forest depends on me finding a way to stop the Duke of Terran.”

      “I can only imagine what the future Queen of Virgo will do next,” Gillian said, a strange knowledge in his eyes.

      “Take a long fucking nap.” Azure laughed, looking down at the gnome. The red flower on the brim of his hat twitched, and the petals peeled back to show a set of sharp and pointy teeth.

      Azure halted, her eyes widening. “What was that?” she asked as the teeth disappeared.

      Gillian didn’t answer, but scanned the upcoming area. “Be on guard, Chief. I sense danger around us.”

      “Warning system, eh?” Azure said, looking at the trees.

      The Orcs continued to move forward, many of them passing Azure and the gnome, when to the side, a hoarse scream filled the air. Azure spun with her wand in front of her and saw a huge pair of legs being pulled into the air. It took her a moment to figure out that what she was seeing was a net wrapped around an Orc, towing him into the air and squishing him into a ball.

      “It’s a trap!” the chief bellowed, gesturing for everyone to halt.

      A loose brown rope lay on the ground in front of the group. “Watch where you step!”

      “Nets,” Gillian mused.

      “Yes, someone has set them to trap us. And since we’re getting really close to the border of Virgo, I’m guessing they were meant to catch witches and wizards,” she said.

      “Are you certain your people didn’t set them to trap trespassing humans from Terran?”

      “I’m positive. We don’t have the same laws as they do, although I think that will change now. We allow humans through our lands. But people from Terran would know this is the path we often take to the ocean.”

      “It appears that Phillip means war,” Gillian said.

      “Yes, he obviously wants to send a message.”

      Three Orcs had gathered and were working to free the one who now hung from a tree. The trap didn’t stand a chance of actually holding them, since they were in a group. However, someone traveling alone wouldn’t have been able to escape the net easily.

      “Watch for triggers on the ground,” Gillian said, nodding at a rope snaking between a pile of leaves.

      “I might consider a hovering spell soon,” Azure said as another Orc was caught and yanked into the air. This was causing a serious delay, really slowing them down. She needed to return quickly, but Azure knew she shouldn’t hasten forward without the protection of the Orcs, especially after witnessing yet another trap set by the humans.

      Not too far ahead, the group heard a humming sound, and all eyes darted to the area of the canopy the noise was coming from. It sounded strange, but not like it was dangerous. Rather, it sounded like someone being playful. However, that only made Azure more cynical. She didn’t trust the forest or the strange creatures in it.

      “It’s a pixie,” said the chief, who was several yards in the lead. Hanging from a high branch was a small bundle, which swayed slightly. It was much smaller than the fish nets that had caught the Orcs.

      The Orcs all grunted in unison. Having cut down the last one who had been trapped, they continued to move forward, stepping carefully to avoid any more problems.

      When she was underneath the trapped pixie, Azure paused. Inside the net was a blur of pink and blue and blonde hair. “We need to get her down,” she said, staring up at the bundle hanging from the tree. Between the ropes, an eye stared down at her, curiosity lighting it. Although difficult to make out who was in the net, Azure did spy fluttering wings.

      “We move forward. No releasing the pixie,” the chief said, his voice loud.

      “But if we don’t let her down, she’ll die there, or be eaten,” Azure said, her volume matching his.

      “The pixie is not my problem. I agreed to take you to Virgo,” he said, shaking his brutish head.

      “I saved Drago from a similar trap. Haven’t you learned anything?”

      The Orc stared at her and blinked dully. Then he shook his head. “We will continue. The pixie could be a trap.”

      From high up in the trees the pixie continued muttering and humming to herself, emitting soft, undiscernible noises.

      “Or she could just be a pixie who was caught just like two of your Orcs were,” Azure said, her voice vibrating with frustration. Why was it that species would protect their own at the risk of hurting others?

      The chief looked past Azure to his men. “We will move forward. Watch the path,” he commanded, and turned, continuing to walk toward Virgo.

      Azure sighed, looking down at Gillian. He simply studied her, waiting to see what she would do.

      Shaking her head, she raised her wand. “You’ll want to step back before the pixie lands on your head.” Directing her wand at the net, she muttered a series of incantations. The trap, like the bars on the Orc’s cage, was charmed against her magic. However, on her fifth attempt she found a spell that unraveled the ropes. The pixie fell toward the forest floor, but quickly recovered, her wings helping her flutter safely to the ground.

      The chief grunted his disapproval but turned, curiously watching the pixie. The Orcs around him also watched, looking rather hungry as they eyed her.

      The pixie, who was maybe a foot tall, wore a pale pink leotard and a chiffon skirt. Her blue wings fluttered as she touched down on the ground. Her eyes glittered with excitement at first as she stared at the Orcs, but calmed when they landed on Azure and Gillian. A loud hum burst from her, along with a giant smile. Then her mouth opened, but only nonsensical words flowed out. The pixie turned to Azure and then Gillian, talking to them both, her message urgent but making zero sense to them.

      “What is she saying?” Azure asked, hardly parting her lips to form the words, her eyes on the pixie as she spoke to Gillian.

      “I have no idea,” he replied in a similar manner, “but she knows everything we’re saying. Pixies understand all languages.”

      “Well, that makes no sense. No one can understand a pixie, but they understand everyone.” Azure spoke through tight lips again. She stepped forward, offering the excited pixie a welcoming smile.

      “Are you okay?” Azure asked, each word spoken carefully, as if the pixie were hard of hearing.

      The diminutive flew into the air to circle Azure’s and Gillian’s heads before landing in front of them again. She rambled the entire time, not saying anything understandable to the pair. At the end of a rather long speech, she shook her short blonde hair and blinked expectantly at Azure.

      “Right… Well, you’re welcome. Hope you’re okay, and so long,” Azure told her, realizing the Orcs were growing restless. They hadn’t protested when she saved the pixie, but were becoming more agitated as they watched the strange fairy creature buzz around.

      The pixie burst out laughing, covering her small mouth with her fingers as she did. Then she bowed deeply and offered her hand to Azure.

      “It is great to meet you,” Azure said, taking the pixie’s hand and wringing it slightly. “I’m Princess Azure of Virgo.”

      This set the pixie off like a fire had been lit under her ass. She flew up to the canopy and then dived again, her mouth moving fast as she muttered words no one could translate.

      “Calm down.” Azure’s voice showed her nerves. She was happy they’d saved the pixie, but now the merry little beast was keeping them from returning to Virgo. “We must be on our way. Please take care, and mind the traps in the forest.”

      Azure nodded at the pixie, who set down on the ground and nodded back, copying the way Azure had her hands resting by her side. “Okaaaaay… Well, good day to you,” the princess said a bit hesitantly and then turned, realizing the pixie hadn’t moved yet. Azure continued to move forward, the Orcs turning and marching with her like soldiers following her orders. Gillian shook his head and kept pace with the group. When they’d gone several paces, Azure noticed something. The pixie flew a few feet behind her, her feet nearly brushing the ground.

      “Uhhhh, what are you doing?” she asked, turning to the pixie, who looked behind herself as if trying to see who Azure was talking to.

      Then the pixie spun back and stared at Azure, pointing at her chest as if to say “You mean me?”

      “Yes, you. Are you following us?”

      The pixie nodded adamantly, her bright blue eyes sparkling.

      “Why?”

      The pixie launched into a long series of buzzing and humming sounds, speaking quickly. She pointed in the direction they were headed and grabbed invisible reins, then galloped around Azure and Gillian. When she was back in her original place, she made an “X” over her heart with her hands, all while muttering strange words, then bowed again and fell silent.

      “Right. Well, that was as clear as salamander piss.” Azure turned and looked at the gnome.

      “I don’t speak pixie, because no one really does. But I do believe she said something about horses,” the gnome told Azure.

      Azure scratched her head, not because it itched but because her brain hurt. “You want to see a horse? Is that right?”

      The pixie launched straight into the air, her hands clasped in front of her, then fluttered down, wings buzzing, muttering excitedly. She nodded her head and reached for Azure’s arm.

      She had just enough time to pull back, unsure what the pixie planned to do. “Okay, horses. You want to see, ride, be near a horse. Fine. We have them in Virgo. I’ll take you, but you can’t get in my way while we’re traveling.”

      The pixie lifted her finger and pulled it across her mouth as if she was sealing her mouth shut. Then she nodded and smiled.

      “We must go!” the chief said from the front of the group.

      “I know. I think we’ve resolved the issue. We’ve added a new member to the group. Charge ahead, Chief,” Azure said, turning and moving forward with the well-oiled machine of Orcs.

      “Do you think it wise to bring a pixie to Virgo, Princess?” Gillian asked.

      “About as wise as bringing a grumpy old gnome.” Azure shot back with a wink.

      “But you can’t communicate with her.”

      “Which means when she starts insulting me, I’ll be none the wiser.”
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      “What three wishes are you going to have Azure grant you when she takes power?” Monet asked as he polished off a bag of Cheetos.

      A laugh popped out of Ever’s mouth. “She’s going to become queen, not a genie,” he said.

      “Same thing, I believe. I’m asking for a fine witch to be delivered to my bed every night, a pile of gold to arrive at my feet every morning, and a succulent meal to be waiting for me at eventide each day.”

      “You are a man who knows what he wants,” Ever stated with a smile.

      “So how do we find a lost Orc? Do we nail up “Missing” posters?”

      “I’m thinking the wood elves would be pissed about that approach,” Ever told him.

      “Oh, those damn elves get mad about everything.”

      “Although true, they may know how to find the lost Orc. The wood elves see everything, but remain hidden. If an Orc has roamed through this forest, they’ll know about it.”

      “Okay, sounds like a plan.” Monet ambled up to the nearest tree and rapped on its trunk. “Wizard here, with a noble cause. I need a wood elf.”

      Ever shook his head at the wizard and trotted forward. “That’s not how you get their attention,” he said, motioning Monet forward. When they were in a thick stand of trees, the Light Elf halted and gestured for Monet to stop beside him.

      “What is it?” Monet asked, peering around.

      “I need you to do something that will require all your willpower. You’ll have to devote every ounce of your being to this task, although it might kill you. Okay?”

      “What is it?” Monet asked, thinking he was going to be asked to sacrifice a limb.

      “I need you to remain absolutely still. You can’t move a single muscle. Don’t even blink, but keep your eyes open. And don’t speak,” Ever said, his hands down by his sides and his eyes peering around the dense forest.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? I’ll die from boredom.”

      “That’s the price for this task. It’s been nice… Well, it’s been okay knowing you. Anyway, no more talking, starting now.” Ever clamped his mouth shut.

      Monet stared around the forest, the need to fidget fizzing in his being, but Ever had set him a task and he wouldn’t let him down. He focused on a single point ahead, the trunk of a tree. Several long minutes went by, each more boring than the one before. He knew he could remain still for a long period if he just thought about something relaxing, like a babbling brook. Or a bubbling cauldron. Or a foaming mug of Mole Head’s beer. That final thought made his stomach churn with longing, but just then the tree he had focused on did something strange.

      It moved.

      Monet was careful to keep his reaction tucked inside his mouth. The effort not to respond to the tree that uprooted itself and ambled a few steps was excruciating. The tree moved through the forest, its branches knocking into the limbs of neighboring trees.

      “Excuse me. Pardon me,” the tree said, moving through its brethren.

      There was a blur of movement, and Monet realized that Ever had sped through the forest at lightning speed. He had rocketed forward until he was just in front of the moving tree, and now he grabbed a low hanging limb.

      “Gotcha!” Ever said, holding the tree in place.

      “Get off!” the tree bellowed.

      “Absolutely, but not until you help us,” Ever told the wood elf, motioning to Monet. Realizing it was okay to move now, the wizard shook off the uncomfortable feelings that had come with being still for a few minutes.

      “What’d’ya want?” the tree barked.

      Monet examined the tree, noticing that it had strange eyes, like it had multiple irises and was focusing in several places at once—on Ever, Monet, and something else.

      “We need your help,” Ever said.

      “Well, I don’t have any reason to help a Light Elf who snuck up on me when I thought the forest was still.”

      “The Princess of Virgo needs your help, then,” Ever said, looking resigned.

      “Princess Azure? Why would she call on the wood elves?”

      “We’re looking for a lost Orc. If we can find him, his tribe will secure the border of Virgo against the harpies threatening to harm the people of the kingdom.”

      “But harpies can’t go after them unless they’ve been ordered by another species… Oh,” the wood elf said, filling in the gaps on his own. “The silent war, then.”

      “Yes. The witches and wizards must defend themselves from the people of Terran.”

      The strange wood creature thought about this, then its branches rustled, as if a wind had assaulted them. “I’m not sure how much help I can be,” the wood elf said.

      “Have you seen a lone Orc recently?” Ever asked, leaning his hand on a nearby tree. He thought better of it, and returned to a standing position.

      “I might have seen a solitary Orc come through here this morning. Or maybe it was yesterday. Or last year—days rush together. But I think it was today that I saw an Orc.”

      “Which way did he head?”

      “That way,” the wood elf said, pointing a branch ahead. “And I have no doubt that you’ll find him.”

      “Why is that?” Ever asked, lowering his chin and looking skeptical now.

      “Because the dumb Orc was eating an ambien berry,” the wood elf said with a laugh. It froze then, its eyes and mouth disappearing into its trunk as it became a tree again.

      “Oh, no!” Ever said, turning in the direction where the wood elf had said the Orc could be found.

      “Huh? What’s an ambien berry?” Monet asked.

      “It’s a fruit that makes the eater sleep.”

      “Oh, well, sounds like something I should stock up on.”

      “No.” Ever looked suddenly grave. “It causes them to sleep forever.”
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      Twenty minutes passed, during which Azure took the opportunity to let her mind drift. She’d been staring at the back of the Orc in front of her as they marched, lost in thought for once rather than being consumed by worries, when she ran straight into the giant. He halted suddenly, making her ram straight into him. Wiping his sweat from her face, she edged back.

      “What’s going on?” Azure asked, peering around the Orc to find that the whole tribe had halted.

      “Princess, we sense danger ahead,” the chief replied from his place at the front of the group. His back was still to her, his focus on something in the forest.

      Pushing her way to the front, she took a position at the chief’s side. “What is it?” she asked, staring into the dark trees.

      “You make it difficult to protect you, charging forward when I tell you there is danger. You should stay back,” the chief growled.

      “I’m not a damsel in distress, and I will not hide while there is danger. If I’m informed, I can take action.”

      The chief kept his beady eyes on the trees but sneered, which expression Azure thought was meant for her. “I’m going to take a small group with me to scout and dispel the danger. I’ll leave behind protection, but lay low,” he said, and then waved to three Orcs to follow him. They grunted in reply and moved off.

      “Damn it,” Azure said under her breath. “How can we be so close to Virgo and yet so far away? Another delay!”

      “You worry about time and your mother?” Gillian said, taking a seat on the root of a giant oak tree.

      Azure bit her lip and nodded. The pixie had already busied herself gathering flowers that grew in several patches among the trees. A few times she ventured too far, which earned her disapproving grunts from the Orcs who were guarding the perimeter.

      Taking a seat next to Gillian, Azure withdrew the package of beef jerky. It didn’t look especially good, but when she opened it the smell of salt and meat was somewhat enticing.

      “You want some?” she asked, offering it to the gnome.

      He shook his head, offense written on his face. “That isn’t food,” he said, withdrawing his silver flask from his pocket.

      “I agree, but it’s kind of all I have.” She took a bite of the beef jerky, working hard to sever it from the rest. “What’s she doing?” Azure indicated the pixie who, had a bunch of flowers in her hands and was hurrying back to them.

      Gillian gave Azure a contemptuous look.

      “Oh, I get it. Again you know, but you’re not telling me. You gnomes love your secrets, don’t you?”

      “Princess Azure, it isn’t my job to keep you informed.”

      “Well, if I’m about to do something that will get me killed, will you at least give me a heads-up?”

      Gillian thought about it before shaking his head. He took a long drink from the flask and offered it to Azure.

      “I’m going to decline, since there’s mysterious danger ahead and I may need my wits about me.”

      The pixie laid the pink, blue, and yellow flowers at Azure’s feet, and went to work lacing them together with a vine she’d also gathered in the forest.

      “Is she going to get us in trouble with rogue dryads for hurting the forest?” Azure asked Gillian in an undertone as he drained the last bit from the flask.

      He didn’t answer, but the pixie launched into a series of nonsensical mutterings, her lips moving fast.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” Azure stuck another chunk of beef jerky in her mouth. “What’s your name, pixie? I mean, we can’t communicate, but it would be helpful if I could call you something.”

      The pixie’s face broke into a large smile and she buzzed loudly.

      “Okay, ‘Buzz Buzz’ it is,” Azure said, wishing now that she’d accepted the flask from Gillian. Hanging out with a pixie who was overly pleasant and couldn’t be understood and a gnome who was overly grumpy and withheld information encouraged the need for drunkenness.

      Azure watched as Buzz Buzz tied the flowers together, taking great care with her work. She turned to Gillian, noticing that his eyes were glazed. “The flower on your bowler, that’s your warning system, right? What all does it do?”

      He pursed his fat lips at her, his cheeks rosy from the liquor.

      “I forgot, I’m on a need-to-know basis. I was just wondering if the alcohol would make you a bit more talkative.”

      He tore his eyes away from Azure to study what Buzz Buzz had made. It was a beautifully elegant wreath of flowers. She used her wings to get to a standing position and flew over to Azure, holding it out to her.

      “Thank you,” Azure said, reaching out for the flower wreath, but Buzz Buzz yanked her hands away.

      She pointed to herself, muttering as she did.

      “Okay, you want to put it on me, is that right?” Azure asked, thinking she almost understood the pixie in a way.

      Buzz Buzz nodded, fluttering a few more inches into the air.

      “Go on,” Azure allowed, tilting her head to make it easier for her.

      Placing the wreath of flowers on the crown of Azure’s head, Buzz Buzz chirped several times. It reminded her of a spell of sorts, but she didn’t feel any different when the pixie stood back.

      Lifting her head, Azure looked at Gillian. “Seriously, you’re not going to tell me what this is about, although I know you know?”

      His eyes darted to someone approaching. “I believe the chief has returned,” Gillian said, not answering her question.

      Azure pushed into a standing position, but didn’t charge forward as she wanted to. She waited until the chief made his way to her, his brow covered with sweat.

      “What dangers did you find?” she asked.

      “None, although we thoroughly checked the forest. I sensed something or someone watching us, but I don’t get that impression any longer.”

      “Then we shall continue. I’m anxious to get to Virgo,” Azure said, hoisting her pack onto her back once more.
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      “A fruit that makes you sleep forever. Damn, you really can find everything in the Dark Forest. It’s like the Walmart of Oriceran,” Monet said, pressing his back to a nearby tree for a break.

      “Yeah. If you know where to look, you can find just about anything in here,” Ever said, scratching his brow.

      “So how do we wake up the sleeping giant, who I’m guessing is just up ahead?”

      “That’s the thing—we don’t. I’m not aware of any antidote for ambien berries. If Gillian was here, he might know,” Ever said, starting to pace.

      “He wouldn’t tell us anyway, so it’s better that the little footstool is annoying Azure and not us,” Monet said, rummaging in his robes for his wand.

      “I guess I could pop into the Light Elf Library and see what I can dig up.”

      “No, no, no. Not necessary. Once again, I will step in and save the fucking day.” Monet sighed dramatically. “It gets so very boring, always having to be the hero.”

      “What do you plan to do?” Ever asked, sounding incredibly cautious when he should have been grateful.

      Monet whipped around and faced him. “I, Monet Bailey Torrance the Second, am going to create an antidote for ambien berries.”

      Ever lowered his chin and regarded him from hooded eyes. “For real. What’s your plan?”

      “I’m sorry you’re a horrible listener, but I’ve already told you. I’m going to create the antidote by concocting a potion.”

      “You can do that?” Ever asked, doubt oozing from his voice.

      “I dunno, I haven’t tried yet. But not trying is the mark of a failure, and we all know I’m not that kinda guy,” Monet said, and conjured his cauldron as he’d done when he created the scrying potion for Azure.

      “Okay, it’s worth a shot. What do you need?”

      “Mostly for you to stay out of my way,” Monet said proudly. “However, if you can round me up a few of those ambien berries, that would be good. Usually one needs a bit of what they’re combatting to create a potion.”

      Ever searched the trees around them with his eyes. “I’m sure the berry patch isn’t far from here.”

      “Okay, well, be off then, my boy. Orcs don’t save themselves,” Monet said, filling the cauldron with a liquid that flowed from the end of his wand.
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        * * *

      

      Monet hadn’t found everything he needed for the potion, but he thought he could make these ingredients work. Waking potions were tricky to concoct because their side effects could be deadly if they weren’t properly prepared. However, if he screwed up, only a sleeping Orc would die. No biggie. Well, there was the whole disappointing-Azure thing, and also not having the protection of the Orcs in the future.

      “I can do this,” Monet repeated to himself as he lit the fire under the cauldron. This potion needed to get very hot in order to attain the right consistency.

      He tore bits of milk thistle into pieces and sprinkled them into the cauldron. They popped on the surface of the liquid before sinking down. Dumping a pile of dandelion root and zander into the pot, Monet stirred with his wand, whispering an incantation as he did. Charmsgood, before he was murdered, had taught Monet that almost more important than the ingredients in a potion was the intent the maker held in his mind while creating it. That intention directed the instinct of the wizard, helping him make impromptu decisions.

      “Here, I’ve got your berries,” Ever said at Monet’s back. He turned to find the Light Elf holding a handful of bright blue berries.

      “They’re blue!” Monet said, taking them from him. “Why would that dumb Orc eat blue berries? Everyone knows you shouldn’t eat anything blue.”

      “You eat Cheetos, which are an unnatural shade of orange,” Ever shot back.

      “No one asked for your input, Pointy Ears,” Monet said, sweat starting to run down his face from the heat of the flames.

      “I found Drago, by the way,” Ever said, taking a seat by a nearby tree.

      “Did you kick the dumbass? That’s what I would have done.”

      “I did not. Kicking sleeping creatures is frowned upon, as you should know.”

      “Who makes these ridiculous rules? The precise time to kick someone is when they’re defenseless,” Monet said, pulling the bag of trail mix from his pocket and digging around in the bag until he’d found a few of the chocolate morsels. They weren’t exactly what he needed, but might be an adequate replacement. Tossing the chocolate into the cauldron, Monet stirred the liquid six times clockwise and five times counterclockwise.

      Not entirely happy with the color or consistency of the potion, Monet backed up and swung around to face Ever.

      “What now?” the Light Elf asked, his face curious.

      “Now we wait.”

      “Wait? For how long?” Ever asked.

      “Until it’s ready.” Monet shrugged.

      “How long will that take?”

      Monet withdrew a deck of cards from his pocket, an easy grin on his face. “I have absolutely no idea, but to pass the time, let’s play a friendly game of Elements. You’re familiar with the wizarding game, am I correct?” Monet arched a light-green eyebrow at his friend.

      “No, not at all,” Ever replied.

      “Then might I suggest we start by wagering a little something on these first few hands to help you learn,” Monet said with a wicked grin.
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      Sari stirred the potion in the scrying bowl, shaking her head back and forth as she did.

      “Mother, why isn’t it working? Why can’t you scry Azure?” Emeri asked, tugging on a piece of her emerald-green hair and pulling it from its braid.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. The potion was created correctly.” Sari tapped the side of the scrying bowl with her wand.

      “But if you can’t scry her, that means…”

      “Yes, it very well could mean that she’s dead,” the queen mother said matter-of-factly. She tilted forward, leaning so far over the scrying bowl that she looked like she was going to fall into it.

      Emeri drew in a long breath, letting it out even more slowly. She breathed past the tears welling up in her throat. Azure couldn’t really be dead. The last thing they’d seen in the scrying bowl was the tribe of Orcs, but they wouldn’t have killed the Princess of Virgo. Emeri wanted to believe that, but knew it was entirely possible that those savage beasts had destroyed her daughter. All species looked out for themselves at the end of the day, and if Azure posed a threat to them they wouldn’t hesitate to take her out.

      Sari turned, her eyes on the ancient wooden floors. She pulled the clip that held her soul stone from her hair and clasped it in her hands.

      “What is it, Mother?” the queen asked, noting the confused expression in Sari’s eyes.

      “I have a deep connection with my granddaughter, and I don’t believe anything fatal has happened to her.”

      If Emeri had still possessed magic or her soul stone she might have been able to tap into the connecting force her mother was using. However, she barely had the strength to stand at this point.

      “Eclipse?” Sari called for her familiar, a bright orange cat with yellow eyes. The animal lifted its head from its paws; it had been resting. “I want you to pop down and ask Finnegan for a scrying potion, just in case the issue is that mine has gone bad.”

      The feline stretched into a standing position and hopped off the sofa before trotting away.

      “You think the potion could be the problem?” Emeri asked, hope in her voice.

      “I think it’s worth double-checking.” Sari turned to her daughter. “But honestly, so many things could be the problem. It could be the potion, or an enchantment made to protect Azure from being scried, or she could be gone from Oriceran either by death or by magic. If she was on Earth, for instance, we wouldn’t be able to see her.”

      “You said she mentioned going to Earth when you two spoke last, right?”

      “Yes, but I don’t know why that dimwit would pop off to Earth when she knows you need your soul stone and was already heading back here.”

      “Maybe to avoid the Orcs?” Emeri said.

      “It’s possible,” Sari mused.

      “An enchantment placed on Azure would prevent us from being able to scry her,” Emeri said, rushing over to a large grimoire that sat on a stand by the fire. She flipped through the pages, her eyes scanning each as she did.

      With a bit more force than she intended, she stabbed the middle of a page. “Here! It says that there are three situations in which scrying may be blocked. One is a witches or wizard’s spell, another is an incantation used by centaurs, and the last is a wreath made by pixies.”

      Sari turned, raising an eyebrow at her daughter. “Well, let’s hope that our dear Azure has either pissed off a centaur or befriended a pixie, and isn’t being roasted over an Orc’s fire.”
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      Monet slapped the Eight of Wands down on the discard deck. “Wipe that grin off your face,” he said, pulling a card. Ten of Potions. At this rate he was going to lose yet another hand to the dumb Light Elf.

      “I’m sure it’s just beginner’s luck,” Ever said, discarding. His eyes were careful as he withdrew the card face-down from the deck.

      “Or you’re using some elf magic to rig the game in your favor.”

      “Hey! I didn’t make you pay up when you lost the last two hands.”

      “That’s because you’re playing for ego, which is truly sad,” Monet said, pulling a card from the deck. His eyes widened with dread and he ducked backward just as a well-aimed bit of fire shot from overhead. The fireball spiraled until it found its target—the cards in his hand. He dropped them to the ground, springing to a standing position as he did. Stomping, he extinguished the fire but not before it leapt to the hem of his robes.

      “Damn it, I’m always losing robes to this fucking game.” He slapped at the fire, finally extinguishing it.

      “I’m not sure why you keep subjecting yourself to this abuse,” Ever said, adding a card to his hand and proudly laying down a winning hand.

      “Fuck this game. Let’s have a pissing contest. I’m tired of losing,” Monet said, swiping his wand at the cards on the ground and making them disappear.

      “How’s the potion coming along?” Ever asked, glancing at the cauldron, which had been bubbling for the last hour.

      Monet gave it a sideways look and shook his head. “It’s not ready, but almost. I need you to flick that eye booger you’ve been accumulating into the cauldron. Then it will most likely be done.”

      “That’s what you need? An eye booger?” Ever asked.

      “Well, yeah. You need elements of sleep to make someone wake up. Duh. And the potion wasn’t ready for that final ingredient until now. It’s the perfect mud color, which means it’s time.”

      “Potions work is kind of strange,” Ever said, poking his finger into the corner of his eye and depositing the booger he’d mined into the simmering cauldron. The concoction hissed and turned black.

      “It’s fucking science. You wouldn’t get it, Elf Boy.” Monet withdrew a potion bottle from his robes. He pointed his wand at the cauldron and half the liquid emptied from it, filling the bottle. Monet shook it and smiled proudly. “It’s perfect—the consistency of coffee. This will either do the trick or kill Drago. Only one way to find out!”

      Shoving the potion into Ever’s hands, he waved him forward. “I made the miracle potion, so you have to feed the Orc his bottle.”

      “Fair enough,” Ever said, smiling widely, his bright blue eyes sparkling.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re overly reasonable and way too fucking chipper?”

      “All my life. It’s a curse,” Ever winked.

      “You’re not the one who has to look at your mysterious smiles. It’s like you’re secretly having dirty thoughts half the time.”

      “It’s not a secret if you call me out,” Ever said, wheeling around and ducking under a set of low-hanging branches.

      “How far is Drago? Do I have time to take a nap while you scamper off to wake him?” Monet said, stretching his arms over his head and yawning loudly.

      “I think one of us going to sleep when we’re trying to wake an Orc isn’t really productive.”

      Monet for once didn’t have a retort, so he just watched as Ever, trailing sparks of light, strode in the lead. Light Elves were a strange species, their brand of magic unique to them.

      “He’s just up here,” Ever called over his shoulder.

      “Dude, I know. I can smell him. Why do Orcs refuse to bathe? Is that part of their defense mechanism?”

      Ever held up a hand and hummed, and the dense foliage in front of them moved out of the path to open a way for them to reach Drago. “Need I remind you that you’ve been in the Dark Forest for a couple of days and could use a shower?”

      Monet lifted his arm and sniffed his pits. “Or three. It’s going to take a whole bottle of Squeaky Clean potion to make me smell right again.”

      A snore that could wake the dead of Virgo vibrated the ground. An Orc who could rival the chief for size lay in a thorny patch of poison oak. The beast was face-down, his fat head to the side and his eyes gently shut as he breathed through his mouth.

      “Uhhh… I thought you found him. Why’d you leave him lying in a patch of poison oak?” Monet asked, scratching his arms as if he’d been infected by the plant’s oils just by looking at it.

      Ever shrugged. “Figured the damage had already been done, and you could help me move him when the time came.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saving this dumb Orc for the second time.”

      “Yes, but Orcs are the natural enemy of the harpies and therefore the best ally for the people of Virgo at the moment.”

      “Don’t remind me of logic that is both sensible and detestable.”

      “I’ll try, but as you’ll recall, I’m the master of sensibility.”

      Monet rubbed his palms together, an eager expression on face. “That’s going to be one pissed Orc when he wakes up. You are fucking screwed feeding him that potion.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Ever said, staring down tentatively at the snoring mass of muscle. “I’m going to need your help with that part.”

      “What… Ever?” Monet sing-songed with a clever smile.

      “Ha-ha. But seriously. Can you at least levitate him a bit off the poison oak so I can slip him the potion? I’d like to avoid having boils all over my body.”

      “All right, fine, but you owe me something way better than a fucking Fitbit.”

      “Noted.” Ever uncorked the bottle just as Monet waved his wand in the air, lifting Drago as he did.

      “Can you pull him up a bit higher?” Ever asked, trying to slide the bottle into the Orc’s mouth, but he was hovering low to the ground.

      “I can.” Monet rocked forward onto his toes and then back on his heels.

      “So will you?” Sweat was pouring down Ever’s black sideburns as he extended his arm to its full length. His muscles trembled as he tried to balance the bottle against Drago’s lips. Tilting his arm slightly, he poured the potion into the Orc’s sleeping mouth, but it just ran out the other side. Gravity was a bitch.

      “It’s not working because he’s lying face-down,” Ever said, nearly slipping and falling into the patch of poison oak.

      “Well, why didn’t you say so?” Monet waved his wand in a circle and the Orc’s rotated one hundred-eight degrees, his face now angled toward the sky.

      “That helps. Why didn’t you say you could turn him right-side up?” Ever said, wiping his sleeve across his forehead.

      “You didn’t ask,” Monet said, a laugh in his voice.

      Ever nodded and inched close to the Orc, who still snored loudly. Again Ever’s arm shook as he stretched across the space between them and tipped the bottle into Drago’s mouth. As if a realization had swept over the Light Elf, he yanked his arm back and jerked his chin up to stare at Monet.

      “Is there something you could be doing to make my job easier?” he asked with a skeptical look on his face.

      “Like this?” Monet swung his wand in the air and the bottle in Ever’s hand flew from his grasp. It hovered just over Drago’s lips and then tipped, spilling the liquid, most of it making it into his mouth.

      “Why did you make me risk getting infected if you could do that?” Ever asked, looking quite irritable.

      “Because watching you sweat with fear while you balanced was incredibly entertaining.”

      Drago’s snores halted and a great sputter erupted from his mouth.

      “Uh-oh,” Monet said, dropping his wand, which made Drago crash back down into the pile of poison oak.
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      Drago awoke with a pain-riddled scream. He launched himself into a sitting position with murder in his eyes. His long pointy claws ripped into his own skin, which was covered with red blisters.

      When he swung his gaze in Monet’s direction, Drago’s eyes narrowed. “You!” he yelled, fumbling to his giant feet. The thorns of the poison oak caught his legs, making him stumble backward and fall hard on his tailbone.

      Monet only stared, trying not to laugh, but Ever was intent on helping. He moved forward, hands in a placating position in front of him.

      “You’re all right,” he said calmly, stepping closer to the hyperventilating giant. The ring in Drago’s nose vibrated from the heaving breaths.

      “Well, you’re all right, except for the possibly lethal dose of poison oak you’ve been exposed to,” Monet said, pointing to the thorny poison oak patch, the worst possible place in the Dark Forest for the Orc to have fallen asleep.

      “You’re not helping,” Ever snapped in his direction.

      Still scratching and panting, Drago dragged himself to one knee, the knuckles of one hand stabilizing him on the ground. Like a bull about to charge, he bared his immense teeth in Monet’s direction. “You!”

      “You already said that. Don’t repeat yourself.” From his belt he withdrew the knife Azure had given him, the one Drago had given her. “And yes, me. I was sent to save your ass.”

      “My knife!” Drago yelled. Apparently he didn’t have an inside voice.

      “Yes, yes,” Monet said, his tone bored. “Azure gave it to me to show you. It’s proof that I’m here to rescue you and reunite you with your tribe. They are all waiting, but they won’t recognize you if you claw your skin off.”

      “He’s in pain,” Ever said, his voice sympathetic.

      “Oh, I’m sure every part of him, including his balls, is on fire.” Monet gave a long whistle.

      “Isn’t there something you can do? A potion you can work up?” Ever asked.

      “I could, but I believe that time is of the essence, and you’ve wasted enough of it screwing around. Isn’t there something you might do besides stand around and look fretful?”

      “Who are you?” Drago asked, now turning his menacing gaze at Ever.

      “He’s the pain in the ass I’ve been asked to babysit,” Monet said, spinning his wand around in his hands.

      “I’m Ever, a friend of Princess Azure’s. And I think there’s something here I can use to combat the symptoms. The only problem is that finding it will draw attention to us.”

      “Like an Orc screaming and throwing a fit isn’t already doing that? Work your hocus-pocus. I’m overdue for a shower and a bucket of mead,” Monet grumbled, the lack of proper provisions making him extra grumpy.

      Holding his hand up, Ever swiped it through the air. The forest around them lightened, leaves and foliage glowing until they were almost too bright to stare at.

      “What the fuck?” Monet asked, covering his eyes as the long leaves of a plant peeled back. Behind it, something glowed brighter than anything else around them. It was like everything in the forest was covered in gold.

      “Ah, there you are!” Ever knelt, plucking the glowing object from the ground. He held the cylindrical pod-looking thing in the air.

      “A techno seed,” Ever said, eying the large object.

      The glowing light imbuing all the vegetation faded and shadows returned to the forest.

      “Lucky there was one of those lying around,” Monet said, yawning again.

      “Yes, but the technique I used to find it will have attracted the attention of predators,” Ever said, daring to step closer to Drago, who had now clawed his arms so much they were covered in long red streaks. “Open this and spread it on your skin. I promise it will help.”

      The Orc grunted in reply, taking the yellow seed from him. When he squeezed it in his hand, white liquid leaked out. Drago dragged the seed across his skin.

      “Okay, well, if you’re done playing doctor, we need to be on our way before the harpies decide to make me into a scrumptious dinner,” Monet said, taking the lead as he set off.

      “Actually, Virgo is that way,” Ever said, pointing in the opposite direction.

      “I totally knew that.”

      “You would know that if you had used the navigation on the Fitbit I got you.”

      Monet eyed the device on his wrist. “That’s funny, because right now it’s just telling me that talking to you is elevating my heart rate. Apparently you’re unhealthy for me.”

      Ever paused every couple yards, scanning the forest around them. It was quiet, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

      “I was asleep?” Drago asked, still scratching his skin.

      “Yes. You ate those blue berries. Those were ambien berries, which cause permanent sleep, but Monet created an antidote.”

      “I was hungry. I gave my knife to Princess Azure. That left me no way to catch food, since I was separated from the tribe,” Drago said, grunting between sentences as he clawed at his chest and back.

      “Dude, you’re the dumbest Orc in existence. Why would you give away your knife to some dumb princess?” Monet said, shaking his head.

      “She rescued me!” Drago yelled, his voice cracking.

      “And now I’ve rescued you, and all I ask in return is that you take a thorough bath. I’m really so noble.” Monet paused, noticing that Drago had stopped.

      “What is it, big guy?”

      “There.” He held his thick finger up to the sky, which was mostly obscured by branches.

      “Would you please use your words?” Monet asked.

      “Harpy!” Drago roared, leaping forward and pushing the other two men to the ground. He pulled back his muscular arm and launched it into the air just as a screech filled the sky.

      Monet peeked out from under his robes, keeping his knees under his body. “Knife! Take it!” He pulled the knife from his belt and launched it into the air, high enough that Drago could catch it. Once the Orc had the weapon, Monet drew his head back down low, knowing that being as close to the ground as possible was the easiest way to avoid becoming harpy chum.

      The sounds of clicking claws and high-pitched screams filled the air for several long moments. A swooshing wind collided with the backs of their heads, and the shrieking grew more indistinct.

      “She’s gone,” Drago said, his voice a bit tired.

      Monet lifted his chin to find several branches broken and some blood spattered on the ground around them. Ever rose to a standing position, peering into the afternoon sky.

      “That was a close one,” the Light Elf said.

      “And you both would have been utterly screwed if not for me,” Monet told them, dusting off his robes as he pulled himself to his feet.
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      Azure could almost smell the green hills of Virgo, they were so close. She wanted to believe the air around them had lightened, but that might just be an illusion in her mind. They’d traveled for twenty minutes in silence, but now it was filled with Buzz Buzz’ soft humming. The Orcs had grown more peaceful since the pixie joined the group. Maybe there was hope for this usually violent species. At least, Azure wanted to believe there was.

      “Ten-thousand one hundred twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight,” a voice called from just behind them.

      Azure spun, a wide smile lighting her face. “Monet,” she called in a hushed voice.

      “Twenty-nine, thirty, thirty-one,” the voice continued, traveling through the mist of the Dark Forest.

      She squinted, trying to make out the figures moving in their direction. “Ever? Is that you?”

      The mist swirled away from the trees like smoke evaporating from the surface of a cauldron.

      “Thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four,” the voice continued as the sunlight filtering in from overhead made the figures visible.

      Azure blew out a giant breath. Monet, Ever, and Drago marched forward, two of the three with their heads held high. Staring at his Fitbit, Monet continued calling off his steps.

      “Oh, Merlin, they’ve had to deal with that all this time!” Azure said, half-smiling to herself.

      “He’s a special sort, isn’t he?” Gillian said, and Azure could have sworn he looked a little relieved to see the three.

      The chief strode away from the group, clapping a hand on Drago’s shoulder. “Welcome back. You okay?”

      Drago didn’t answer properly, just nodded slightly.

      “Hi, Drago,” Azure said. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Thank you, Princess. Again you saved me,” Drago said, pulling his knife from his belt. “I believe this is still yours.”

      “Uhhh… Drago, don’t you remember nearly being killed by a harpy and needing your knife for defense? Maybe you should hold onto it.” Monet shook his head at the Orc.

      “Harpy? You encountered another one?” Azure asked, checking the wizard and Ever to ensure they didn’t have any gaping wounds.

      “Yes, and I saved the day by tossing Dumbgo his knife,” Monet declared, winking at Azure. “Good to see you didn’t get yourself killed in my absence.”

      “Well, we nearly did. The humans have set net traps around our borders.” Azure turned and presented the pixie, who had been fluttering near her back. “Meet…well, I don’t know her name. I’m calling her ‘Buzz Buzz.’”

      “You adopted a pixie? Ugly-warrior creatures, angry gnomes… What’s next, a bad-luck troll?” Monet sank down with his hands on his knees as he regarded the tiny pixie. “I’m a powerful wizard. I will allow you to cook all my food and clean my cottage, at no charge to you.”

      An angry scowl covered Buzz Buzz’ usually cheerful face. She balled her fist at her side and pulled back her foot, launching it at Monet’s shin.

      “Ouch!” he shrieked, hopping on one leg and grabbing his knee. “That little thing is surprisingly strong.”

      “So don’t piss her off.” Azure laughed. She held the knife out to Drago. “You must keep your knife. You’ll need it. The chief has agreed to guard our borders in payment for your return.”

      “Then I’ll have a weapon,” Drago said, turning to the chief for acknowledgement. From his back he pulled a bow and arrow. Many of the Orcs carried this type of weapon. He handed it to Drago, whose arms were streaked with red blisters.

      “Okay, well, it sounds like the harpies have moved in close. Chief, will you please spread your tribe around the borders of Virgo? A harpy invasion would be deadly to my people,” Azure said, fear and pride simultaneously spreading through her chest. She was back, ready to protect her people.

      “Yes, Princess Azure. As promised, we will protect your borders,” the chief said, clapping a fist to his chest.

      “Thank you. I will have food and water brought to you,” Azure said, her body aching and ready for a respite. In just a little while, she’d be in Virgo.

      “Are you ready?” Azure turned, regarding the ragtag group at her back.

      Gillian didn’t nod or shake his head. Buzz Buzz hummed lightly. Ever threw a wink in her direction. It was Monet who strode forward and hooked his arm through hers. “Hell, yes!” He lifted his chin into the air as they crossed into the land of Virgo. The thick trees of the Dark Forest thinned, and soon the rolling green hills of her homeland could be seen.
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      Emeri pulled the corset of her pastel-pink dress away from her ribs. Under the tight garment her body felt like a desert: hot and scratchy. She pulled in an unfulfilling breath, only half-hearing the numerous voices of the crowd in the distance.

      “Queen Emeri, are you ready?” Her Chief of Staff asked. The old wizard had asked her that half a dozen times already in the last ten minutes. She knew the crowd was growing restless. The people of Virgo had lives to live and couldn’t hang around for hours to hear what she had to say. Still, they’d remained, even with all the delays.

      Smoothing down the skirt of her dress, Emeri turned, nodding as she did. “Yes, I’m ready. Let’s do this.” Her emerald-green eyes connected with the queen mother’s before she offered a hand to the stable hand stationed beside her horse. He hoisted her onto her horse, which required much more effort from him than usual.

      The queen mother had already pivoted her Palomino in the direction of the town center. The council members did the same, but Emeri hesitated again. Where was Azure? Why couldn’t they see her in the scrying bowl? She gasped for oxygen, thinking she might tumble from her horse right then and there. Thankfully the stable hand turned her horse for her, setting it off after the others.

      It was a long five-minute ride to the town’s center, a ride Emeri usually enjoyed by taking in the many nuances of Virgo. It was always changing, since it was more an organic beast than a static land. However, her head, swimming with unease, made it impossible to enjoy the blossoming flowers in the windows of the colorful cottages or the hens that pecked around the open garden this time.

      “Your Royal Highness, are you all right?” Hookford, her Chief of Staff, asked when they arrived at the back of the stage that had been erected in the town center. He, like her, had lost his magic, but he was still in good health, which was more than Emeri could say.

      Hookford helped her from her horse, but she didn’t offer him an answer. Anything she said would be a lie, and that would be unacceptable.

      The queen mother took her place next to Queen Emeri, offering her a gloved hand. She was wearing her silver robes, which always caught the attention of every witch and wizard she passed. They had been constructed from a fine material made from spun silver and silk.

      The crowd that stretched around the stage contained witches and wizards who had traveled from far and wide to hear the Queen’s message. There had been much uncertainty since the coronation, when the Virgoans had learned that Azure was half human. However, the faces of the people weren’t filled with cynicism now. They stared back at her with hope—these people wanted good news. She only wished she had it to give to them.

      With her mother and her cabinet at her back, Emeri stepped up to the podium. A round of applause broke out all around her, both a relief and a nuisance. She really needed to get back to the House of Enchanted right away.

      Offering a weak smile, she nodded to the crowd of witches and wizards all in their differing shades, soul stones winking at her from the audience. When the applause had died down, Emeri lifted her chin.

      “As you all know, Azure Vladar, my daughter, was scheduled to take the crown. However, on her coronation day, you learned that she is half witch and half human.”

      The crowd broke into whispers, many of them bowing their cloaked heads to exchange comments amongst themselves.

      “I realize this was unfortunate news for you all, and I know that many of you have asked the cabinet to elect a new successor in my place.”

      “A pure-blooded witch or wizard!” someone shouted from the crowd.

      Emeri nodded, trying to exude confidence. “My family has served the people of Virgo as their monarchs for thousands of years. We were prepared to do it for another thousand years, because there is no more important calling than protecting this realm.”

      Cheers echoed through the crowd, making Emeri sway on her feet with anxiety.

      She waited until the cheers had died down and nodded. “However, I cannot force our rule on you, since this has always been, and will always be, a democracy.”

      More applause.

      “I hope that you will choose Azure as my successor, but you must know the full truth first.”

      A hush fell over the crowd. Not a single witch or wizard dared to whisper to their neighbor. That was a first.

      “I know it came as a shock when I decided pass the crown to Azure, since she’s still young. However, it is time I tell you all something that’s pained me to hide. I, your queen, have been infected with a virus. My cabinet and I contracted this virus a year ago on a trip to the Land of Terran.”

      Words broke out in the crowd. “Terran.” “Those ungrateful people.” “How dare they?”

      “The people of Terran did this to you, Majesty?” someone asked from the crowd.

      Emeri gulped, nodding. “It would appear so. As many of you have reported to me, the people of Terran can be unkind to us when we encounter them. I’ve heard many accounts of this in my council.”

      “The people of Terran must be stopped!”

      “Vermin!”

      “Down with them!”

      This wasn’t getting easier, as Emeri had hoped. She turned, seeing the queen mother’s face in her peripheral vision. Her mother gave her an encouraging nod and faced forward.

      “The virus appears to rob a witch or wizard of their magic. And although—” Emeri continued, but was drowned out by sharp whispers.

      “Please allow me to go on.” Emeri didn’t think she could stand much longer. “Because this is the case, you now know that your queen has no magic left. It has been stolen from me. However, although my cabinet suffers, they were able to combat further symptoms. As you know, my dear daughter is half human. When she was born, I gave my soul stone to someone in order to keep my daughter safe. And because I gave away my soul stone, I’ve put myself into a deadly position.” Gripping the sides of the podium, Emeri willed herself to remain standing. She couldn’t give up now. Pulling her eyes to the northern borders, she made a simple wish. That was all she had left anymore—hope. The rolling green hills that bordered town center were empty, save for grazing livestock.

      “I know you all are very much against Azure being crowned queen, since she’s half human. I’m going to take an incredible chance and tell you something you’ll find even more unacceptable.”

      The crowd stared at their queen, their eyes begging her to continue.

      “Azure Vladar’s father is Richard, the emperor of Terran,” Emeri hadn’t finished her sentence before it was blotted out by a volcano of noise. Now the pleasant faces in the crowd were red with anger. It was like Azure’s coronation day all over again.

      “Please, please, please.” Emeri’s voice cracked as she rocked backward, the crowd making her head spin.

      Emeri used her last remaining energy to yell over the eruption. “Azure, your would-be queen, has risked her life to journey to the Land of Terran.”

      This got the attention of the people of Virgo. They all stared at Emeri, needing to know what she’d say next. “Azure and her father, the emperor, were imprisoned in Terran, trying to save me,” Emeri said, before she swayed and fell flat on the stage.
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      That the hillsides were empty struck Azure as strange. Usually even the outskirts of Virgo were bustling with witches collecting wildflowers or wizards hiking through the canyon. A knot caught in Azure’s throat at a sudden thought. Have the harpies already attacked Virgo? She clutched her stomach; she couldn’t be too late. Not just too late to save her mother, but too late to save her people.

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure there’s an explanation,” Monet whispered into her ear, leaning close. He scanned the hills, which were flecked with yellow flowers. The worry she felt in her chest was reflected in his eyes.

      “Explanation for what?” Ever asked, leaning in from the other side of Azure.

      “Damn, Pointy Ears has some impressive eavesdropping skills,” Monet said.

      “There’s no one out here,” Gillian said, compelled to make the observation.

      “It’s my first time in Virgo. I didn’t realize that was atypical on the outskirts,” Ever said.

      Buzz Buzz flew forward, darting up and around in the air, doing a small somersault. She hummed louder when she flittered down to Azure’s shoulder.

      “Yes, the stables are just ahead,” Azure said, reading the excitement in the pixie’s eyes. “Go on, fly in that direction. I’ll come and find you later. But if you sense any danger, head for the border.”

      Buzz Buzz nodded, her cheeks glowing pink. If there was any concern in her heart for the people of Virgo, she wasn’t showing it. The pixie twisted in the air and sped off in the direction of the large stable with by its fenced yard. A few foals and their mothers were grazing in the field nearby.

      So the horses are okay, Azure thought, trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

      The young witch’s heart sank farther as they passed between the first set of cottages. No smoke wafted from the chimneys; no cats strolled in the yards dotted with moss-covered rocks.

      It was only as they were passing the bungalows where Monet lived that someone broke the silence.

      “Do you think we should have had one of the Orcs chaperone us?” Gillian asked.

      “Look, there aren’t witches and wizards lying slaughtered all over the place. That’s a good sign,” Monet said. His voice was light, but his eyes were sharp.

      “Nobody has been slaughtered,” Azure said, picking up her pace, wand at the ready. Her robe billowed behind her and she pulled her hood low, covering her face.

      Ever grabbed her arm to make her freeze. His eyes stared without looking. His gaze was low, as if he was sensing something. “No, they aren’t hurt. But something is wrong. Everyone is in the center of Virgo.”

      “How do you know that?” Monet asked, and the tone of his voice tore at Azure’s insides. He was scared, as scared as she was.

      Ever indicated his pointy ears. “You weren’t wrong about my eavesdropping ability, although I try to use it sparingly.” He turned to Azure. “You need to go. Run!”

      She backed up, regarding him like he was the enemy. What had he heard?

      “Now!” he yelled, urging her forward.

      Azure spun and sprinted toward the square, weaving through the cottages. Her feet leapt over the pots filled with plants and the statues that decorated the yards. The hem of her robe caught many times, but she sped on, her chest buzzing with adrenalin. Behind her she heard the others, but she was far in the lead.

      The number of houses dwindled as the town came into view. Round buildings with thatched roofs bordered the city center, which remained mostly empty for passing vendors to set up stalls. Azure darted around Charmsgood’s potions shop and her heart constricted in her chest. A sea of witches and wizards stood in the open field, their attention on a stage. Not slowing, Azure sprinted around the crowd, negotiating her way to the front. The mass of people spoke in a series of nervous whispers.

      Various figures stood hunched over something on the stage. At their center was a lavender-haired woman she recognized as she approached the front. Everyone’s eyes were on the stage, so no one noticed Azure until she ran up the stairs of the stage.

      “The princess,” many called.

      “The human!” someone yelled.

      Azure now knew what the figures had hunched over. Several of the cabinet members stood, their faces grave. Queen Mother Sari turned her head, still bent over her daughter. Azure could see the face of her mother, which was relaxed, her eyes closed.

      “Mother!” Azure cried, darting forward, her hands digging in her robes. She slid to a halt at her mother’s side. “What’s happened to her? Is she…”

      Her gran held a wand over the queen’s body, her eyes sliding sideways to look at Azure briefly. “Yes, she’s alive, but I can do no more for her. The virus is killing your mother.”

      “Maybe this will save her,” Azure said, fumbling in her pocket, her nervousness making it hard to move properly. Finally she pulled the lavender amethyst from her pocket.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Gran asked, her voice hoarse.

      “Yes, it’s my mother’s soul stone.” Azure opened her mother’s clammy hands and pressed the amethyst into her palm, closing her fingers around it. Lowering her head, Azure brought her lips close to her mother’s cheek. She was so still. So quiet. Her breath so faint. “Please, Mother. Pull the power to live from your soul stone. Please don’t give up,” she begged, tears clogging her throat. Without her consent, a stream of tears slipped down her cheeks to land on her mother’s face. Azure knelt, scooping her mother into her arms, pulling her to her chest.

      She was mostly aware of her own ragged breath and the stillness of her mother as she held her. The crowd in front of the stage was only a distant blur as she pressed her mother closer to her. Gran’s hand rubbed Azure’s shoulders. “Dear, there’s nothing more we can do right now.”

      Azure cried into her mother’s shoulder, aware that the queen’s hung limply to the side. “No! I can’t be too late,” she moaned between sobs.

      “You did all you could. Now we wait.” Gran spoke softly next to her ear.

      “But she has to be okay,” Azure said.

      “And I will,” a voice murmured.

      Azure pulled her head back and looked down. Her mother’s eyes had cracked open and her chin was now angled down as she tried to keep her head from lolling to the side.

      “Mother!” Azure said, hugging her tightly.

      The crowd burst into excited whispers.

      “Emeri, let me get a look at you,” Gran said. Azure loosened her grip on her mother. Sari stared down at her daughter, a quizzical look on her face. With her withered finger she pulled one of the queen’s eyelids down, looking at the whites of her eyes.

      “Well, I daresay you gave the people of Virgo quite the scare,” Gran said, amused relief in her voice.

      “Will she be okay?’ Azure asked, her eyes intent on her gran, the smartest witch she’d ever known.

      “For now, my dear, but she needs to rest,” Gran said. She snapped at two of the cabinet members at her back. “Take the queen to her chambers.”

      The two wizards pushed in, taking Emeri from Azure. The queen looked strange as they carried her away, her sudden weakness making her appear like a limp doll. No one had ever had to carry her, to help her.

      “Now, my dear Azure, I think the people of Virgo deserve an explanation of where you’ve been and what you’ve been up to,” Gran said with a smile in her voice.

      Azure nodded and stood. She pulled in a deep breath and let it out just before she turned to her people. A sea of faces stared at her, some she’d known all her life, and some strangers. Still, the crowd of colorful witches and wizards were Virgoans, and that meant they deserved the truth.

      At the side of the stage Azure saw Monet, Ever, and Gillian staring at her with strange expressions on their faces. Monet looked as if he was seeing her for the first time. Ever and Gillian both held their chins high, proud expressions on their faces.

      Azure centered her chest and faced the crowd, then lowered her hood and cleared her throat.

      “My fellow Virgoans, I have returned to my place of birth with many updates. You all know that I’m half human and half witch. My mother, your queen, informed me the night of my coronation that my father was from the Land of Terran. Queen Mother Sari,” Azure looked at her gran, “told me my mother’s soul stone could be found in that place. I therefore ventured into the Land of Terran, knowing, as you’ve witnessed, that my mother would die without her soul stone. While there, I learned that my father was the emperor of Terran. When his people discovered I was his child, he was stripped of his crown, much the same way I was stripped of mine. His own people, led by the Duke of Terran, imprisoned him and me.”

      The faces that stared at Azure were drawn, none of them displaying emotion in response to her words. She pressed her soul stone between her fingers. In her blood, she felt the power the blue amethyst loaned her.

      “I broke my father out of prison, and with the help of those men there,” Azure indicated Gillian, Ever, and Monet, still standing several feet away, “I stole the queen’s soul stone back and we escaped from the Land of Terran. As you’ve just witnessed, my mother will recover and hopefully grow stronger, now that she has her soul stone. Whether her magic will ever be restored is unknown. However, the people of Terran, and specifically the Duke, are responsible for the virus that infected the queen and her cabinet members. Furthermore, while the journey through the Dark Forest—”

      Gasps around the crowd cut Azure off.

      “The Dark Forest.”

      “That deadly place.”

      “She went through the Dark Forest.”

      Witches and wizards whispered to each other in urgent tones. The eyes of the crowd widened, and in unison many heads tipped forward. She had their attention.

      “Yes. Because time was of the essence, I cut through the Dark Forest to pass into Terran. And, knowing the queen urgently needed her soul stone, my friends and I traveled back across the Dark Forest as well.” Azure lifted her chin, staring past the crowd to the hills of her people. “We faced many dangers and were almost killed. I tell you this because never, not once, did I regret the mission I’d taken on. You are my people, and our queen is my mother. I would do anything to protect you. To protect her. You may not want me as your queen because I’m half human, and you may reject me as Virgoan because of who I am, but that doesn’t change the way I feel about you.”

      The crowd hung on her every word, not making a single sound. Azure turned to her gran, looking to her, as she always did, for support. The queen mother nodded encouragingly at Azure.

      Taking a sip of air, Azure continued her speech. It hadn’t been rehearsed, but what she had to say fell from her mouth by instinct. “The humans of Terran have depleted the forest around their land. I think they are running out of resources, and also trying to get the rogue dryads off their backs. That’s why I believe they got a potion from Charmsgood to restore the forest, and because of the long silent war between them and us, they killed him.”

      Loud gasps echoed through the crowd. “Charmsgood!” “Dead?” “It can’t be!” came the whispers from the audience.

      “We found Charmsgood’s body,” Azure said, motioning to her friends. “And I found the Duke of Terran with a potion that only Charmsgood could have made.”

      “They didn’t want anyone to know,” “Traitors,” “How dare he!” The crowd murmured their complaints.

      “Yes, and it is with great sorrow that I tell you of the Potions Master’s death. He didn’t die by accident. He was attacked by a harpy, and as I speak, harpies are circling the skies outside our border, having been sent to hunt us by the humans of Terran. However, I’ve made a partnership with the Orcs, a natural enemy of the harpies, to protect our borders,” Azure said, her voice clear and loud.

      She felt her gran step up beside her and put a comforting hand on her back. “That’s my gal,” the queen mother said proudly.

      Azure worked to keep her face blank, not showing any pride. “The humans of Terran, and more specifically the Duke, must be punished.” Her father’s words about the humans not all being bad trailed through Azure’s head. What if he was correct? What if the people were just misinformed? She cleared her throat. “I don’t know if all humans in Terran are evil, but I know they need to be stopped. We must protect ourselves, and protect our world. Therefore, I’m going to travel into the mountains to locate the rogue dryads. I plan to take them to Terran and help them enter that land. Terrans must be shown that their actions have consequences, or they won’t stop overusing. And the Duke needs to know that if he sets traps for us, we will fight back. I’m going to take the measures needed for us not just to stay alive, but to defend ourselves against the Land of Terran.”

      Azure stopped—that was all she could say at this point. The crowd stared, blinking at her. She took a step back, not knowing what to do after her speech. A figure she recognized as Evandar Harlan, the headmaster of the school, parted the crowd and stepped forward. One of his eyes was permanently half-closed, supposedly from a potions experiment at the school that went wrong long ago. He held up his fist, his long blue robe falling back on his arm. The babbling crowd fell silent at once.

      “I assuredly do not speak for all in Virgo. I only presume to speak for myself,” he yelled, his single eye bright. “But that being said, there are few as sad as me that our queen has lost her magic. I now understand why she was pushing for Azure to take the crown so early.” Evander looked at the crowd. “Many of us, including myself, opposed the princess’ succeeding the queen due to her impure heritage.” Pointing his good eye at Azure on the stage, the old wizard’s mouth fell open, as if his thoughts hadn’t quite transferred themselves into words yet. After a moment he turned and addressed Azure. “After hearing what you’ve done and are willing to do for Virgo, I retract my earlier concern. Pure blood or not, I don’t know of a witch or wizard I’d rather have rule our land in your mother’s absence.”

      He turned back to the crowd. “Azure Vladar for Queen!”

      Azure’s mouth tightened to keep the emotion seeking to erupt inside.

      “Thank you, Evandar,” she said, her voice a hoarse whisper. “But I don’t think—”

      “Azure Vladar for Queen!” yelled a witch behind the headmaster.

      “Thank you,” Azure stammered, noticing that the people in the crowd had started to exchange looks with their neighbors, “but it wasn’t my intention—”

      “Azure for Queen! Azure for Queen! Azure for Queen!” the crowd shouted, first disjointedly and then in unison. They chanted for a long time as Azure stood facing her people, chin high and heart leaping with pride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Man, you’re going to be a huge pain in the ass now,” Monet said, pulling his chin back and chugging his third glass of Dragon’s Hide whiskey. “If you ask me, it should be Azure for—” Pulling in a long breath, Monet blew a giant raspberry in her direction.

      “Jealously is by far one of the ugliest emotions,” Gillian remarked from the corner of the booth the four shared at the Ghoul’s Tavern. He, like the others, was clean and wearing fresh clothes.

      Azure had met them there after checking on her mother. She was relieved that the queen was sleeping peacefully. When she awoke, Azure would tell her what had happened with the kingdom of Virgo. Her mother would be relieved. That huge stress would be removed, so she could focus only on getting better. Maybe she’d make a full recovery and Azure would only serve as interim queen.

      “I just don’t get it. I tiptoed through the Dark Forest and risked all the lovely hairs on my head for the people of Virgo, and they’re not going to crown me as king. Pish, who needs these ingrates anyway.” Monet swayed from side to side, his empty tumbler still in his hand.

      “Well, you don’t have any royal blood. That might be one of the problems,” Ever said, taking a sip of his beer.

      “That’s true, but I have brains and charm, and the people of Virgo obviously want a leader who is less intimidating.” Holding up his glass, Monet waved it in the air, gaining attention of the owner of the pub. “Two more,” he called when the witch turned her silver eyes on him.

      “You’ve been cut off, Mr. Torrance,” Trixie Flourboy said from behind the bar. She was whispering with a few of the locals.

      Monet shook his head, the movement exaggerated. “They’re for the deputy queen, Trix. Which reminds me…” Leaning forward across the old oak table, he said, “Az, you’re covering the tab, right? I gave all my money to a charity that is saving a species of endangered three-eyed toads.”

      “There’s no such species,” Gillian declared, sitting higher.

      A long burp ripped from Monet’s mouth as he shook his head. “Not that you know of, dummy, because they’re endangered. Duh.”

      Trixie trotted over carrying a full tray of beverages. The witch was middle-aged, like Queen Emeri. Her long silver and gold polka-dot robes brushed the uneven floors of the pub as she moved through the space between the bar and their table. “I’ve told everyone in the tavern that if they approach your table, Princess Azure, I’ll melt their eyebrows off.” She set a large goblet holding a dark maroon liquid in front of Azure. “However, they’ve bought you several drinks, all things that are top-shelf and quite expensive. I have to do right by my patrons and deliver the drinks they wanted you to have.” Next to the glass of wine, Trixie set a steaming mug, a flute bubbling with white liquid, and a tumbler filled with a brown liquor whose legs reached halfway to the rim of the glass.

      “Those are all for me?” Azure asked, glancing at a row of patrons at the bar who all waved, since Trixie had her back turned to them. With a weak nod, Azure smiled at the jolly witches and wizards who held up their own glasses to salute her.

      “They are, and if you drink all that we might be burying you before the coronation,” Trixie told her, pointing a finger at the first glass. “We have thousand-year-old port, fairies’ golden nectar, moonflower champagne, and Light Elves’ cognac.” Her long pointy finger tapped the last glass as she smiled at Azure. Trixie wore her grape-purple amethyst as a single earring in her left earlobe.

      “I’ll take it slow,” Azure promised, raising the flute of champagne and mouthing “Thank you” to the witches and wizards at the bar.

      “Well, as soon as you clear those drinks, I’ll bring the next round.” Trixie gave her a devilish smile.

      “There’s more?” Azure nearly choked on the sip she’d taken, the bubbles buzzing in her throat.

      “Oh, yes. Everyone in the tavern has ordered you a drink. Queen Emeri never set foot in here, and you doing so speaks volumes. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve always respected your mother as queen, but you might be the first approachable queen to rule Virgo in quite some time. Either that, or you just don’t know any better than to stay out of places that most royalty deem to be dirty,” Trixie said with a wink.

      “I don’t think this place is dirty—”

      Azure made to stand up, but a hand reached out and yanked her back into the booth. “Don’t worry, Princess. She’s not implying that you do,” Ever whispered in her ear. “You’ve got to learn to take compliments. In my mind, that one was of the highest you could get.”

      Pressing the glass to her mouth, Azure forced herself to drink to cover her embarrassment.

      “It’s true,” Gillian said, taking the tumbler of Light Elves’ cognac from the table. “A ruler has to be comfortable with her people to lead them. She needs to know what it’s like to be one of her citizens, or she won’t feel their problems. Know their struggles. A monarch removed from her community will choose the wrong solutions unless she understands what her people really want.”

      Monet picked up the mug of fairies’ golden nectar and held it under his nose, inhaling deeply. “Damn, Shorty. That’s the most I’ve ever heard you say at once.”

      The gnome’s face blossomed with red. He lifted the tumbler to his mouth to cover his expression.

      “I don’t think my mother ever had much of a chance to visit the artisan market or the pubs or anything like them. From my earliest memory, she’s been held up in the House of Enchanted. There are always citizens with complaints or requests, things to sign…” Azure trailed off, realizing that was going to be her role now. She’d come to terms with it before the first coronation, but at that point she hadn’t acquired a taste for adventure. Now, being cooped up in the ancient house would be against her nature. Much like her father, she wanted to explore Oriceran. She wanted to travel to new lands, bring back opportunities for her people. Could the queen of Virgo lead like that? She didn’t know, but she was going to have to figure it out.

      “Azure is having an ‘Oh fuck’ moment, everyone,” Monet said, draining his mug.

      “Probably a bit overdue,” Ever said, taking ownership of the glass of wine. “I propose a toast.” He held up the large goblet, waiting for the others to join him. He smiled. “To a queen who was born for the role, but also earned it by seeking to save her people.”

      “Cheers,” Gillian said, a bit louder than usual.

      “Cheers,” Azure said, in mostly a whisper.

      “Did anyone else just throw up in their mouth?” Monet asked as he attempted to keep his face serious.
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      The sun hadn’t yet peeked through the curtains of Azure’s room when she awoke. Spending a night snuggled in her bed would normally have been welcome after sleeping in Terran and on the beach, but her thoughts regarding the upcoming coronation had prevented her from resting peacefully. After returning from the pub, she’d visited her mother and filled her in on all the details. Her coronation would be tonight. Queen Emeri didn’t want to put it off, afraid the people of Virgo might change their minds. They’d embraced Azure due to heightened emotions, but those could shift. And despite the upcoming coronation, there were many things that needed her attention.

      Pulling a piece of parchment from a stack on her desk, Azure scribbled a note. She kept it brief, telling Richard that she was safe, she’d be queen soon, and she’d send someone to him with provisions the next day. Azure didn’t like having to ask one of her citizens to endanger their own life to help her father, but wasn’t that a part of her power now? It didn’t feel natural. Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be queen, she thought as she folded the parchment in half and then crimped the corners. When the paper resembled a flying saucer, she enchanted it using her wand. Flying saucers were hardly ever used in Virgo, but the technology did exist and could be used for traveling great distances, like across oceans.

      The paper rose from her desk and scuttled back a few inches, then zoomed forward and flew out her open window in the direction of the ocean, where hopefully Richard was still alive.

      Azure pulled her gray hood over her head and ducked out of her room. Not once in her already long life had the witch worn gray. Like most in her clan she preferred color in her clothing, but she’d be spotted in her trademark baby-blue robes. And today of all days, Azure needed to blend in.

      None of the servants who were preparing—again—for the coronation took much notice of Azure as she passed down the great staircase and through the front door. She paused in the doorway, staring up at the second-floor landing. Ever and Gillian had both taken rooms in the House of Enchanted. It was the first time in the history of the ancient home that an elf or gnome had slept there overnight—usually representatives of those species came for a council meeting and left when it was over. However, these were her friends, and they deserved to stay in a place that offered great comfort after what they’d done to further Azure’s quest.

      Turning before she changed her mind, Azure hurried down the wraparound porch’s steps. Mist coiled over the rolling green hills, shrouding the cottages in the distance. Still, Azure knew what the fog hid, because this was her home. She knew Virgo like the back of her soul stone.

      Thankfully no one was out at this early hour, but that just meant that the witch she was about to wake would be quite angry with her. Azure swept past the various houses painted bright pinks, pale blues, or mossy greens. Not until she’d come to the house surrounded by statues of cats did she pause. The figures were in various stances: hissing, stretching, sleeping. The witches’ and wizards’ familiars didn’t just offer protection in physical form, but also when modeled in other media such as stone or clay.

      Azure hurried down the cobbled path and rapped on the old redwood door. Inside the cottage she heard a great rustle, followed by a good bit of cursing.

      “I know who it is. She thinks just because—” a voice growled from the other side of the door.

      A moment later the door peeled back, but only an inch. A witch’s eye stared at Azure. “I’d ask you what do you want, but I already know,” she rasped.

      “Well, can I come in then?” Azure asked, peering over her shoulder to look for neighbors who might be snooping.

      “Yes, if you answer this riddle,” Fay Anna Essence said, a laugh in her voice.

      “You knew I was coming to see you, and you know what I want. Don’t you know, since you can see the future, if I answer it right or wrong?”

      “That’s not how clairvoyance works, Princess Azure.”

      “Go on, then.” Azure was resigned.

      “Which creature walks on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?” the witch asked.

      Azure thought for a long moment. A distant memory of her gran humming as she worked crept into her head. She often spoke of the Sphinx’s riddle, a structure on Earth that had been built by witches and wizards when the gates had opened between the two planets long ago. The Great Pyramid was also a result of Oriceran trespassers. Gran used to say that people passed through their lives as one does through a day. Lately she’d been saying more and more that she was in the evening of her life, soon to pass into the night.

      “Man,” Azure finally sputtered, allowing the memory to fade. “Man crawls on all fours as a baby, as an adult he walks on two, and then he walks with a cane as an old man.

      Fay Anna pulled the door back, revealing her face, which was wearing an annoyed look. The witch’s dangling earrings were caught in her long obsidian hair. Her black eyes studied Azure as she opened the door. “Go on, Princess. Take a seat at the table.”

      A cat with long gray hair rammed its head softly into Azure’s shin and drew its body across her leg. She knelt and scratched the animal’s back before scurrying for the table, which was covered in silk tapestries.

      A low-hanging chandelier dripped with glass of various colors just above her head. Around the small space were cluttered shelves, holding crumpled boxes and lumpy sacks. A strange pair of eyes hid in the darkness of the shelves, appearing and disappearing between different rows of books.

      “Go on, take a seat. I’m overdue for a nap,” Fay Anna said, ushering Azure to a rickety chair that didn’t look like it could bear her weight.

      “Nap? It’s early morning,” Azure stated, sitting down but carefully placing most of her weight on her feet.

      “Exactly!” Fay Anna winked. Her face was young, but her eyes were old. She wore her violet soul stone in a cuff of silver and onyx around her forearm.

      “Oh, well, I won’t take up much of your time,” Azure reassured the fortuneteller.

      “No,” Fay Anna said, lifting her head and looking at the door as if she had heard a silent knock. “No you won’t, because Zar will be here in a bit. We’d better get to work.”

      From the buffet against the back wall, the witch lifted a tea tray and placed it before Azure. Steam rose from the tea as she poured it into the cup she set before Azure.

      “Now, blow on that and then take small sips until it’s almost gone. I daresay you only have another minute before you’re pulled away,” Fay Anna said, her black eyes on the door.

      “Me? Zar is coming to see me?” He managed the stables, and had been in charge of the horses for ages.

      “No, he’s coming to see me, but you’ll be led away,” Fay Anna said, leaning forward in her seat across from Azure to peer into her cup.

      The tea was hot, as if it had been brewed only moments ago. Hints of jasmine and chamomile lingered in Azure’s mouth when she set the nearly empty teacup back into the saucer.

      “Now swirl the leftover tea leaves in the cup,” Fay Anna said, her fingertips pressed to her temples.

      Azure did as she was told and handed the teacup to the older witch. No one in Virgo was superior to Fay Anna at the art of tasseography, or more simply put, reading tea leaves.

      The witch leaned forward, one dark eyebrow arched. She shook her head as if what she saw in the tea cup didn’t compute. Closing her eyes, she reached out and picked up the teacup, bringing it to her chin. When she opened her eyes she dropped the cup, letting it fall to the table where it smashed into several large bits.

      “What is it? What did you see?” Azure asked, pushing her seat back as she stood.

      Fay Anna combed her long hair forward onto her shoulder, as if to keep herself warm. “It can’t have been correct. No one has seen her in ages. She isn’t supposed to even still be alive.”

      “What? Who are you talking about? What did my tea leaves say?”

      “Mage Lenora,” Fay Anna said in a hushed voice, as if she were afraid that someone could hear her. “The tea leaves said you’d find Mage Lenora.”

      “But… No… I mean…” Azure trailed off in a series of different sentences. Mage Lenora was the oldest witch ever. If the rumors were true, she lived on the top of the Mountain of Truth. No one had seen her in over a hundred years, and yet wands for every new witch or wizard were miraculously delivered to Virgo when needed. They were always found on the threshold of the House of Enchanted with the name of the witch or wizard the wand belonged to written on a piece of parchment and tied to its end. All wands were made from the Howling Willow outside Mage Lenora’s home.

      Azure had opened her mouth to ask a real question when a knock sounded at the door. She jumped back, stepping on the tail of the gray tabby that had taken up residence behind her.

      “I’m sorry, Winston. I didn’t mean to.” Azure apologized to the cat, who hissed at her before charging off.

      Fay Anna didn’t pay this commotion any attention as she pulled back the front door.

      The rush of muttering could barely be heard from the threshold. Azure pulled in a breath, combing her hands through her tangled curls. Mage Lenora. That didn’t make any sense. Why would she seek out the oldest witch?

      “I see. A disturbance at the stables,” Fay Anna said from the door.

      Azure strode around the table, nearing the front door. On the other side of the threshold stood a wizard with reddish-orange hair tied back in a ponytail.

      “None of the horses want to work anymore. They just frolic in the yard now,” Zar said, raking his hands over his forehead, stress oozing from his wrinkled face.

      “Uh huh. I might have an enchantment that will work,” Fay Anna said to the stablemaster, but her voice was directed back toward Azure.

      “I just don’t know why anyone would allow a pixie into Virgo. They have to be invited in. Someone has allowed this one entry, and she’s creating quite the headache for me,” Zar said, now rubbing his eye.

      Pixie! Azure darted forward, brushing past Fay Anna. “I must be going.”

      “Princess Azure,” Zar said, kneeling in a show of respect.

      “Good day, Zar,” Azure said, curtly nodding at him.

      “Take care, Princess Azure,” Fay Anna called to her back as she scurried to the stables just over the next ridge.
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        * * *

      

      Dammit, Azure thought. She should have known that pixies had to be invited into Virgo. That’s why she’d never seen one in their land. Fairies, yes, but they were different. Actually, without fairies the gardens in Virgo wouldn’t be lush with vegetables and their fruits wouldn’t be exploding with richness.

      Azure didn’t stop running until she got to the doors of the stables. They, like most of the buildings in Virgo, were painted in intense pastels. The shutters were spearmint green, the walls periwinkle blue and the doors cotton candy pink. Azure ripped open the stable door, only to discover exactly what she’d dreaded she’d find.

      None of the horses were in their stalls. Through the gate at the back, Azure could hear the swoosh of tails and see hints of bright colors as she marched across the hay-strewn ground. How could she be queen when she created more problems than she solved?

      The sight that met Azure’s eyes clouded her head with frustration. No wonder cool-as-a-sea-slug Zar was discouraged. On the expansive grounds of the stables, the palominos, Arabians, Latvians, and Appaloosas alike laid in the grassy yard. Each of their manes and tails had been braided and woven with flowers. Around the lounging animals were an assortment of apples and heirloom carrots. And buzzing around their heads, whispering in their pointy ears, was a pixie with bright blonde hair.

      “Oh, fuck,” Azure said to herself. Pixies, she now realized, created disorder by enthralling the horses. No wonder she’d never seen them in Virgo. They were inhibitors. Without horses, the fields wouldn’t get plowed, buildings wouldn’t be built, and the people in Virgo would be forced to walk great distances on their own feet.

      Azure took a deep breath and snapped her fingers in the air. “Buzz Buzz!”

      The pixie, who had been only a blur of color as she swept between the different animals, paused in the air. She turned her head in Azure’s direction, batting her eyes at her. The pixie waved her off, shaking her head as she did, as if she was preoccupied with arranging the mane of the palomino in front of her.

      “Buzz Buzz! Get over here, or I’m pulling out my bow and arrow and going pixie hunting!” Azure held up her wand, pointing it in the direction of the creature she had thought was all sunshine and rainbows. Small, sweet things could be very deceiving.

      A series of mutters filled the air as the pixie shot across the space, leaving behind sparks as she did.

      An impatient hum fell from the pixie’s mouth when she paused in front of Azure. It sounded like a curt “What?”

      “You can’t do this. You’ve enchanted our horses, and now we have no one to help us with the work,” Azure started to say.

      Buzz Buzz cut her off with her own retort, which sounded like a field of spring frogs all trying to croak over each other.

      Azure shook her head at the pixie, but realized immediately that disagreeing with the tiny thing wasn’t going to get her anywhere. This pixie was more dangerous than the Orcs if she wanted to be, with those sweet pink cheeks and long eyelashes.

      Raising her wand, Azure flicked it at the horses, and the ribbons and flowers disappeared from their manes and tails.

      A sound akin to a siren wailing emerged from Buzz Buzz’ mouth. Azure pretended she didn’t hear it, and turned on her toes.

      “If you want an animal you can enthrall, follow me. The horses of Virgo are off-limits.”

      The pixie hummed so loudly that Azure was sure it would explode her eardrums. Acting as if she were unaffected, she turned back to the hovering pixie. “There will be no negotiating. You will leave the horses of Virgo alone. They have work to do. If you want a better alternative, follow me, otherwise I’ll escort you to the border where you’ll be uninvited from Virgo and never allowed within in our borders again.”

      Buzz Buzz landed on the sandy ground and kicked once, making the tiniest of dirt storms fly up from her slippered foot.

      Azure leaned over the little creature. “Get mad all you want. I didn’t know what you planned to do here, but now that I do, I’ll offer you something else. However, fight me on this and I’ll offer you to an Orc as something to floss their teeth with. Your call.”

      With a high-pitched squeal of dissatisfaction Buzz Buzz marched forward, throwing a look of longing behind her before charging off in pursuit of Azure.

      Hopefully the horses would return to normal with the pixie gone. Zar would have Azure’s head on a stake if he found out she had been the one responsible for allowing Buzz Buzz inside their borders.

      Once outside the stable grounds, Azure set off for the area of the forest that bordered Virgo. She didn’t know if her plan would work, but if it didn’t, instead of attending her coronation she’d be tried for the murder of this dumb pixie.

      They’d traveled only a few yards when Buzz Buzz flew close to Azure’s ear and began muttering nonsensical rubbish at her.

      “Look! I don’t know what you’re saying. I’m trying to help you, but you need to shut your damn mouth for five fucking minutes. Otherwise you’re going to ruin everything, okay?”

      The pixie stared at her, her face stony, her wings fluttering to keep her in the air. Finally she nodded, her lip quivering as if she was about to break into loud wails.

      “Just trust me,” Azure said. She wanted to follow up that statement with “I know what I’m doing.” However, that wasn’t true. This was the true definition of “winging it.”

      Veering off to the more wooded area at the back of the stables, Azure noted that the sun had journeyed above the treetops. Soon witches and wizards would be bounding out of their houses, probably congregating to discuss the upcoming coronation. She slipped through a set of cottages nestled especially close together. It didn’t cost Buzz Buzz the same effort to traverse the same space.

      Only once had Azure encountered the creature she was looking for. Well, she hadn’t been looking for him as much as hoping he’d show himself to her. It was common knowledge that they lived in the forest around Virgo, but hardly anyone ever saw them. There were many mysteries like that in Virgo, which was one of the trillion reasons Azure loved her homeland so much. The top reason was simple though—it was the people.

      The line of cottages was now far in the distance, and the forest was thick around them. Buzz Buzz kept close to Azure, although the border of the Dark Forest was still several dozen yards away. The low-hanging branches of the mossy trees hovered just above the ground, which was rife with mushrooms and large holes where squirrels and mice had burrowed.

      A twig cracked behind them, and Azure halted. Buzz Buzz didn’t notice the noise because she was humming loudly enough that she couldn’t hear anything over that racket. Turning slowly, Azure clamped her mouth shut so as not to allow her squeal to spill out. Two yards away, much closer than she would have expected the creature could have gotten without them sensing him, stood the most magical animal on Oriceran.

      “Buzz,” Azure said, keeping her eyes forward and her spine stiff.

      The fucking pixie, who needed to get a clue, muttered to herself and then swung around. She went completely silent for a moment, but that was followed by a deafening squeal.

      “Easy, now,” Azure said, grabbing the pixie out of the air and holding her to her chest. Buzz Buzz’ wings fluttered against her hand as she tried to escape her grasp.

      “Calm down, or I’m shutting off your tiny airway,” Azure said in a gentle whisper.

      Buzz Buzz’ muttering turned into a low hum that sounded like gentle music.

      The unicorn several feet away lifted his head and stared at the pair, curiosity written in his green eyes. His rainbow mane shifted when he tilted his head as if trying to read them from a different vantage point. The unicorn was solid white, but his tail and mane were an array of colors that danced across the entire spectrum.

      “Hello,” Azure began. “Are you the same unicorn I met before?”

      The unicorn shook his head, but only slightly.

      Okay, so she’d now met two unicorns. That was new. Only a handful of witches or wizards from Virgo had seen one of these creatures in the last ten thousand years.

      “I’m Azure, and this,” she held Buzz Buzz out in her fist, “well, I’m sure you’ll understand her better than me.” Azure pulled the pixie close to her face. “If I let you go, do you promise to behave yourself and stay far from the horses?”

      The pixie nodded her head firmly, her eyes intent on the unicorn. Azure opened her fingers and felt the pixie’s wings brush her palms as she flew toward the unicorn.

      Buzz Buzz paused only a few feet from the unicorn, who held his head high, exerting a majestic force over the area. She hummed, muttered, chanted and then threw her hands in five different directions.

      After a long deliberation, the unicorn nodded his head. Buzz Buzz dashed back and kissed Azure on the cheek, squealing with delight. The pixie flew away, sparks twinkling in the air, and glided into the unicorn’s mane. She disappeared and then reappeared on the other side, a gigantic smile lighting her face. Azure didn’t speak Pixie, but the tone of the muttering spilling from her mouth indicated great excitement and happiness. “I think I leave you both in good hands,” Azure said, bowing and then adding, “and hooves… Anyway, thank you.”

      The unicorn looked at her, a long piercing stare that communicated more than she knew how to interpret. Finally he turned away, strolling toward a cluster of trees in the distance. Buzz Buzz changed direction with him, humming a melodic tune Azure hadn’t previously heard from the pixie. A moment later the pair had disappeared, although they should only have been a few feet away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Firelight danced in the mirrors set around Azure’s room as three witches worked to braid her hair. Apparently the ringlets she had worn at her first coronation wouldn’t do this time. Neither would the dress from the previous event, which had been as heavy as an Orc. No, this time she had to have three braids, one representing her first coronation, one representing the time during which she had proved herself, and a third that symbolized this coronation. And the dress she wore now was as heavy as three Orcs, because symbolism came in threes. It was again bluish-gray, like her hair. The bodice, as before, was covered in lavender gems. However, sapphires had been added to the low neckline and hem and dotted the skirt and train.

      “I think you did this so I couldn’t escape if I changed my mind,” Azure told her gran, who was eying her with a catlike smile.

      “I did fear you’d think twice about this whole thing now that it’s a done deal, and run for the hills,” the queen mother said, turning to regard her own image in the closest floor-to-ceiling mirror. She wore a shimmering lilac gown adorned with the wings of deceased fairies, which were bequeathed to witches as an honor. Wings decorated the collar and the cuffs of the dress, giving it an effervescent shimmer.

      When Azure had returned to the House of Enchanted that morning she’d been whisked off to be bathed, manicured, and styled. It had left time for nothing else.

      Pushing her wand into her cleavage, Azure twisted her torso to ensure it would stay in place. “How is Mother?” she asked her gran for the hundredth time.

      “Why don’t you ask her for yourself,” Gran said, wheeling to face the entrance of Azure’s chamber.

      She yanked her chin up and stared in the mirror at the figure she could see over her shoulder. There in the doorway stood her mother, her head held high and color in her cheeks.

      “Mother,” Azure yelled, trying and failing to turn around. The damn train of the dress made movement nearly impossible.

      Gran, sensing the issue, flicked her own wand at the dress, instantly making it weightless.

      “Thank you. Why don’t I ever think to do that from when I put it on?” Azure strode forward until her mother was only inches away. “How are you? They said you were resting and couldn’t be disturbed.”

      “Yes, but I feel better than I have in a long while, all thanks to you,” Queen Emeri said, clutching her lilac soul stone. Like Azure’s, it was set in a pendant that hung around her throat. She didn’t have her magic and it might never return to her, but she had her health, and that was the most important thing.

      Despite the restriction of her epic dress, Azure threw herself forward, wrapping her mother in her arms. The queen was frailer than she remembered, but she cinched her in tight. With shaking arms Emeri hugged her back, a muffled cry spilling from her lips.

      Pulling back a few inches, the queen looked deep into Azure’s eyes. “I know this has all happened very fast. I know you’ve had your doubts about taking the crown. However, after everything that’s happened and how you’ve dealt with all of it, I’m more convinced than ever that you should be queen. Our people deserve someone who wields their magic effectively and can help them to protect the realm.”

      Azure bit her lip and nodded her head, which was heavy from the diamonds pinned throughout her braided hair.

      Emeri slid her gaze to the right. “Mother, it is time we take our places. Come along,” she said, and turned, her emerald-green robes trailing behind her. The hem of her garment was embellished with peacock feathers, which provided a beautiful symbolism for the current queen. Peacocks represented healing and the ability to overcome great adversity, which was important since Emeri was still fighting for her life.
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        * * *

      

      A strange sense of déjà vu overwhelmed Azure. Only a few days ago she’d stood on the other side of the closed doors to the Great Hall. Then, she had felt as though the crown was being thrown at her. How strange that having had it taken from her and being given the opportunity to fight for it, she was now hungry for the position. Before she’d seen being Queen as a burden, but now she saw it for what it was: a true honor.

      The giant doors swung open and witches and wizards clambered to stand. She’d been in this position once before, poised to walk down the aisle between her people. However, this time it felt quite different. For one thing, the faces weren’t curious as they had been before. Instead, everyone wore wide smiles, their eyes dazzled by the witch before them.

      Azure took a step forward, bringing both her heels together before taking the next step with the other foot. She didn’t keep her eyes focused on the center of the hall, but instead turned to each side to regard the witches and wizards she passed with her chin held high. Connecting her gaze with as many of her people as possible as she walked, Azure suddenly felt like she was floating. Witches gasped, leaning to whisper in their neighbors’ ears when she was close enough for them to study the intricacies of her dress. The sapphires and amethysts shimmered under the chandeliers’ flames.

      Gran sat in the front row, but she wasn’t smiling. Instead she had turned around, and kept slapping Monet’s wrist out of his face. Every few seconds he’d pull it back up and regard the Fitbit with curiosity, muttering to himself as he did. At his left stood Ever in a regal black suit that matched his hair. Gillian wore his normal brown suit but had crushed his bowler hat in his hands, his orange hair fully visible.

      Azure winked at her merry band, then pulled her gaze to her mother, who was standing on the platform at the front of the hall. That was the location where she’d dislodged her soul stone and learned who she truly was. The silver Virgoan crown covered in the soul stones of previous monarchs sat on a table beside the queen. All the soul stones embellishing it were varying shades of purple. Would it look strange one day when she died and her blue soul stone was added?

      Halting just short of the platform, Azure knelt, showing respect to the reigning queen. She hadn’t done that at the first coronation, but she was guided by a new instinct, one she’d acquired since dislodging her soul stone.

      Rising to stand, Azure looked straight at her mother, who smiled slightly. She held a staff with a clear orb at its top. “Azure Lydia Vladar, your people have asked that you rule our lands. The kingdom of Virgo has flourished under the monarchy for thousands of years. Witches and wizards from throughout the kingdom rely on the crown to support, protect, and ensure a long future for our people. Further, this position is important to the world at large, since diplomacy is a supremely important necessity. Do you, as my successor, agree to rule Virgo, putting the needs of your people before your own?”

      Azure swallowed something that felt like a hairball. “I do.”

      “Do you, as my successor, agree to risk your safety, health, and happiness to protect Virgo?”

      Azure lifted her chin up high, and without a doubt in her mind said, “I do.”

      “Then by the power vested me as the reigning queen, I bestow upon you the gift and the burden of the crown of Virgo. From this day until your death, you will be a servant to this land, but more importantly, to its people.” Emeri handed the staff in her hands to Azure, who took it, securing it close to her side. Emeri lifted the crown from the table and centered it above Azure’s head, onto which she gently lowered it. Its great weight now sat atop Azure’s head, and it was hard to balance.

      “You have taken a solemn oath, one that can never be broken. One that can never be disputed. One that forever places you in an incredible position of power.” Emeri leaned forward, kissing Azure on one cheek and then the other. When she was close to her daughter’s ear, she whispered, “You’re doing amazingly well. Just remember to breathe, now and always.”

      Azure released a smile, one that lightened her chest. After taking a step backward, Azure turned and faced the sea of people before her. It wasn’t the entire population of Virgo, but the thousand eyes that stared back at her made her realize how much responsibility had just been placed on her shoulders. Lengthening her neck in an attempt to keep the crown on her head, Azure smiled at the people before her.

      “People of Virgo, I present your new monarch. Queen Azure, may you rule this land with a compassionate heart, a clear head and a swift wand,” Emeri said at her back.

      The crowd stood in unison, breaking into applause. “Long live Queen Azure!”
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        * * *

      

      Silver platters of fresh dogfish filets, steak medallions, and stuffed chicken breasts adorned a buffet that stretched for twenty yards. Heaping bowls of mashed potatoes, creamed corn, roasted brussel sprouts, and glazed carrots punctuated the tables. Witches flocked to the baskets of warm pumpernickel rolls dripping with honey butter. Wizards stood in line for slices of cherry pie, vanilla mousse tart, or double ganache cake.

      “Fuck! There’s not a damn thing here to eat,” Monet said, arms crossed as he stared at the plethora of food.

      “No, there doesn’t appear to be a bag of Cheetos anywhere. You’ll have to make do with the freshest meats and fish, and sides made with vegetables picked today,” Ever said, straightening the collar of his suit. Next to all the robed witches and wizards he looked completely out of place, but that was typical for the Light Elf.

      “I know. It’s so fucking revolting. I’m pretty much like the Duke now. Why isn’t this coronation catering to my needs?” Monet scanned the crowd, having no trouble finding Azure. She was enjoying the attention as witches and wizards from all over Virgo paid their respects at the front of the banquet hall, where she sat on a throne, crown still atop her head. Such a fucking show-off.

      “She looks quite regal, doesn’t she?” Ever asked, following Monet’s gaze.

      “Who?” Monet asked, pretending to glance around. “Oh, you mean Azure. Yeah, I guess. She cleans up all right. Put an Orc in a nice dress and braid both his hairs, and I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between him and Azure.”

      Ever arched an eyebrow at Monet, his face skeptical. “I would never have guessed that the witch over there was the same one I met a few days ago in hiking boots, tramping across the Dark Forest.”

      “Oh, you should see her when she has a bad hair day. She’s fucking atrocious,” Monet said, reluctantly picking up a plate and tossing a piece of steak drizzled in its own thickened juices on it. “I’m going to try and choke this down. The—”

      “No, you aren’t,” a voice said at Monet’s back, pinching him by the ear and dragging him toward the front of the room. He turned his head just enough to see the short woman with a lavender bob pulling him.

      “Leave off, you senile old woman. What are you doing?” he yelled.

      “You’re going to pay your respects to the new queen before you chow down on her food,” the queen mother told him.

      Monet tossed his plate on a nearby table as he allowed himself to be towed forward. Sari let him go when they came to the line waiting to approach the throne. “I was going to congratulate Azure as soon as I’d had a bite to eat. My blood sugar is low.” He held up his Fitbit, as if that gave proof of his depleted condition.

      Sari shook her head and turned to Gillian, who stood in line just before them. Two wizards were in front of him, one currently offering his hand to Azure. “Can you believe this bum? I have no idea why Azure keeps him around.”

      “Obviously for my charm and good looks.” Monet winked at the old witch.

      “You’ve yet to look into a mirror that wasn’t enchanted with a handsome spell, have you, dear?” Sari asked.

      “Isn’t it time you took to your bed, old woman?” Monet asked, affectionately staring down at the witch he’d known his whole life.

      “I daresay I have more gumption in my little finger than you have in all your bones.”

      “Thanks to your damn witchcraft! Seriously, have you considered my offer to review your grimoire for mistakes?” Monet asked.

      “I have, and the answer is still no, but I will allow you to stop by and review potions with me. With Charmsgood gone, we need someone to take over for him, and since there are no acceptable replacements, we’ve randomly chosen you.”

      “I would, but currently I’ve got plans to help Azure keep this bloody kingdom afloat. She’s got no fucking clue what she’s doing, and no one competent besides me to help her.”

      “You mean Queen Azure.” Gillian cut in, stressing the queen part. “You’d do well to remember that your lifetime playmate now holds one of the highest positions on Oriceran. It might be a game to you, young wizard, but she has quite a role to fill.”

      “Oh, I did it for a while. It’s no big deal,” Sari said, waving the gnome off and giggling by Monet’s shoulder.

      Gillian turned, stepping up to the throne. He bowed low. “Queen Azure, it’s an honor to wish you well on your coronation day.”

      Azure’s face flushed red as she reached forward, encouraging the gnome to stand. “Gillian, what are you doing? Would you stop that?”

      The gnome straightened, wrinkling his large nose. “Your Majesty, you’re going to have accept your role as Queen. That means people will offer respect, which you need to embrace.”

      “My people would double over laughing if they thought obeisance was necessary. However, my friends had better stay upright, or I’ll have no one to turn to when I need to relax like a normal person.”

      Monet and Sari continued to giggle behind the gnome’s back, as if they’d had one too many glasses of moonflower champagne. Ever gazed over their shoulders, watching the proceedings with indifference.

      “Your Majesty, you may want to be treated like a normal person, but that’s something you’ve never been. And now it’s especially true,” Gillian said, making another low bow in front of Azure, which only sent Monet into a bigger fit of merriment.

      “Gillian, I do appreciate the show of respect, but a queen does not lead alone, and therefore she shouldn’t be given too many indulgences. Those on my cabinet will help me lead. Should they bow every time they see me?”

      “Well, no, but they are the closest part of your team,” Gillian said, straightening his bowler on his head.

      “Exactly. So stop bowing, since I’d like you to be on my cabinet and therefore on my team,” Azure said, sitting back in her throne, a mischievous smile on her lips.

      Gillian’s mouth popped open and then slammed shut and his large green eyes widened a bit. “But… Queen Azure, I can’t be on your cabinet. I’m a gnome.”

      “I’m fully aware of your species,” Azure told him, her voice amused.

      “Azure, Gillian is correct. The cabinet has always been made up of witches and wizards from Virgo,” Sari said, all the laughter gone from her face.

      “There’s no law dictating that cabinet members must be selected from Virgo’s witches and wizards, correct?” Azure asked.

      Sari thought for a moment and shook her head. “Well, no. It’s just a bit unorthodox, is all.”

      “So I have complete control over who sits on my cabinet?” Azure asked.

      “Of course. A witch from Virgo or a wizard who has adopted our ways is always a great choice. Consider Evandar, Finnegan, Trixie, or any of the other business owners. They all have experience,” Sari offered, her tone unusually serious.

      “I’ve considered, and I’d like Gillian to be on my cabinet.” Azure turned her attention to the gnome. “If you’ll accept, of course. The decision is yours.”

      Gillian looked at the queen, batting his eyelashes several times as if he couldn’t bring her into focus. “I’d… Well, I’m not sure… I mean to say… I would be honored, Queen Azure,” he finally finished, bowing low.

      “Very good. Then stop bowing and such, and treat me like you did before,” Azure said with a satisfied smile.

      “I can’t fucking believe it. That stunted little secret-keeper gets to be on your cabinet? I’m not going to even tell you how unfair that is,” Monet said, charging forward to wave a finger in Azure’s face.

      A smile broke across her mouth. “I believe you just did.”

      “Do you want to put that witch Rikki on your council, as well? She’s a deaf-mute, so she’ll offer just as much information as Gillian.”

      Azure lowered her chin, her eyes on the gnome. “I have faith that Gillian will share pertinent information when it’s necessary.”

      “Oh, faith! That’s what you’re relying on now?” Monet threw his hands in the air and stared at the ceiling in surrender.

      “I am. And my faith has told me that you’ll make a perfect Chief of Staff, but if you prefer I ignore it, I’ll ask someone else,” Azure said, a teasing quality to her voice.

      Monet yanked his chin down so he was staring at Azure straight-on. “Chief of Staff?”

      She nodded, her eyes intense.

      “Don’t play with my emotions,” Monet warned.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. You’ll have to actually work, and you will rarely be able to sleep in, but the pay will be adequate—”

      “I accept,” Monet said, crossing a boundary no one had previously dared and throwing his arms around Azure’s shoulders, holding her tightly.

      He pulled back and pecked her on the cheek before turning to face the room of celebrating witches and wizards. “You aren’t as screwed as you thought you were. I’m going to fucking rule this land!”

      Azure pressed her forehead into her hand as she waited for Monet to walk away. When she lifted her head, she stared at Ever, two steps down. The corners of her mouth lifted as she held out a hand to the Light Elf.

      Ever took her hand, leaned over it, and pressed his lips to the back of it before returning to a standing position. In the lapel of his black suit he wore a forget-me-not that matched his blue eyes.

      “It looks like you’re not wasting a single minute before getting to work as Virgo’s new Queen.”

      “I know you probably think I’m crazy, making Monet Chief of Staff. But I really trust—”

      “I don’t think you’re crazy at all. I’ve watched you face many obstacles, and you’ve made sound decisions every time,” Ever interrupted with a crooked smile on his face.

      “Oh, good. I’m glad you support my thinking, because I intend for you to also sit on the cabinet. Will you accept?” Azure leaned forward, her face suddenly serious. “I know you have the Dark Forest and whatever other places you like to haunt. And there’s your life on Earth, and Merlin knows I shouldn’t have a Light Elf who opens illegal portals on my staff, but…” She pressed her lips together, rubbing them as she stared at Ever. There was no way to finish that sentence. In her heart, she knew she could trust Ever to advise her. That was what she needed—people she could depend on.

      “Queen Azure, you’re not going to like this one bit, but I have to do it.” Ever sank into a low bow, sweeping his hand in front of him. He leaned forward on one knee, extending his hand. “It would be my honor to sit on your cabinet.”

      A smile as dazzling as the diamonds laced through Azure’s hair sprang to her lips. “You’re right, I don’t like that bowing and kneeling crap. Thank you, and please get up now.”

      “Absolutely,” Ever said, standing again, his movements trailed by sparks. “And I’ll be happy to advise you as long as you don’t mind me popping off every now and then to go on random secret adventures.”

      “We’ll consider it vacation time,” Azure said in a conspiratorial whisper.

      “Enjoy your night, Queen Azure,” Ever said, retreating down the steps. He turned at the bottom, his eyes roaming over her long blue ringlets and flowing dress. “And may I just say, you wear the part of queen just as well as you do the role of avenger.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeri directed staff to remove her personal effects from her erstwhile office the next day. Azure had thought that the hand-off of queenly duties would take place gradually, but they were dumped straight onto her shoulders the day after her coronation.

      “Under different circumstances I’d ease you into the role, but...” her mother’s voice trailed off as they strolled through the House of Enchanted.

      “You need to preserve your health, isn’t that right?” Azure asked, hoisting the front of her long blue-and-white-striped dress to climb some steps.

      “I’ve pretty much recovered as much as I think I will. My strength is back, but yes, I’d like to take a much-needed break. And you have your gran and your cabinet, so you’ll be fine. And I’m always here if you really need me.” Emeri paused outside the main audience chamber.

      Inside the chamber, Azure would act as Queen. “It’s okay, Mother. And I never got a chance to thank you for what you did.”

      Emeri’s face tilted to the side as her emerald-green eyebrows knitted together.

      “You gave Duke Phillip your soul stone in order to keep my father’s species a secret. In order to protect me.”

      “Oh, you know about that! I guess you would,” Emeri said.

      “Yes, I know. You gave up a part of yourself for me. Even then you were protecting me.”

      “You’ll understand one day, if you ever have your own children. A mother would do anything for her offspring. There’s no one more deserving of a sacrifice than your own child.”

      Azure nodded, not really able to do much more than that.

      “Your father…” Emeri began, a question in her eyes.

      “He sent a message to me this morning. He’s all right at the beach for the moment. I’ll have someone bring food and supplies to him today. I’m not sure how much longer he’ll need to stay there, but it will be at least until I know it’s safe to bring him inside our borders. Maybe once things have died down a bit. I don’t want to upset any of our people by bringing the emperor of Terran here.”

      “But you said he wasn’t responsible for the virus, right?”

      “From what I learned, Richard wasn’t responsible for any of the ill conduct in Terran. He can only be charged with being lax. I think he spent most of his time with his head in the clouds, examining maps of Oriceran.”

      “That sounds like your father,” Emeri said, fondness whisking across her face.

      “It might be best for everyone if I just give him enough provisions to travel the globe. Then he’ll be out of my hair and off on a journey I know he’ll enjoy. He’s been released to do what he’s always wanted, in a way.”

      “You know I don’t think of giving up the crown the same way, right?” Emeri asked.

      “No, I know you forfeited it early. I know you enjoyed being queen, but things beyond your control dictated your choices.”

      “I wouldn’t say I enjoyed it. Being cooped up here wouldn’t have been my first choice,” Emeri said, turning her gaze to the carved pillars in the hallway. “Your father and I dreamed of traveling, but that was before we realized we both had separate duties to our respective peoples.”

      Azure recalled that this place she’d loved all her life, the House of Enchanted, was now her prison. Most days she’d be confined to the house, to rule the people from this one location. She gulped, already feeling claustrophobic.

      “I must be going. There’s a court full of people waiting for me to hear their concerns, issues, and pleas,” Azure said, turning to the door which only the queen entered through.

      “You’ll be great,” Emeri said, squeezing her daughter’s shoulder before sweeping past her down the hall.
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      Azure hurried through the inner chamber to a long oval table, where her cabinet would meet in the future. She charged past the bookshelves and the black and white cat who was eyeing her like she’d stolen his food.

      “I know I’ve been busy, Finswick. I’m sorry,” she said to the feline, who jumped down from his perch and followed her. She’d had no time for her familiar since she’d been back in Virgo, and by the look on his face he was going to make her pay for it. “I’m so sorry that my suddenly becoming queen has caused you such inconvenience.” Azure yanked open the door on the other side of the chamber and immediately pulled back an inch or twelve. In the court sat benches and benches of witches and wizards, all of them staring at her.

      She pulled in a breath and then entered the court, her chin held high although her chest was rattling. Azure paused as she studied the large throne at the front of the room. She was supposed to sit there and hear the concerns of her people, presiding over trivial matters every single day. Shouldn’t she be out, forging relationships with distant lands and helping Virgo build an economy that would allow her people to further prosper?

      Her eyes roamed over the waiting citizens. The wizard in the front row, the one they’d affectionately named Captain Santrock, would want to fill an hour of her time with stories about his voyages on the open seas. Then he’d ask for resources so he could spend the next year writing memoirs of his journeys. The answer should be no, but her mother had always said yes to appease him. The witches next to him, Malissey and Allisondra, only came to court to complain about their disputes. One used too much out of the community garden and the other cast a curse on the first for whatnot. Their issues never really changed. Azure had watched these court proceedings many times, and not much had differed from day to day. Shouldn’t the queen be spending her time doing something more important than settling pesky complaints?

      Azure let out a soft sigh and took a step forward just as a hand reached for her. She started, twisting to find a face that filled her with instant calm.

      “Gran, what is it?” Azure asked, staring at the old witch.

      Queen Mother Sari tugged her back into the empty chamber, shaking her head as she did. “It’s nothing good, I assure you.” Thrusting a roll of parchment into Azure’s hand, her gran pursed her withered lips.

      “The seal is broken.” Azure saw that it was addressed to the Queen of Virgo.

      “Naturally. I read all the mail, stamped and sealed or not.” The queen mother shrugged.

      “For a woman who gave up the role of Queen willingly, you sure have control issues,” Azure said, unrolling the parchment.

      “Look, I don’t like being responsible—that’s mostly why I gave up the crown—but I enjoy being in the know.”

      “You’re a real weirdo.” Azure turned her attention to the letter, which wasn’t handwritten but rather looked to be printed block letters. Azure squinted at the words, trying to decipher them.

      “It was created on a typewriter. The humans in the Land of Terran love using that junk for correspondence.” She grabbed the parchment from Azure. “Let me save you the headache of reading that mess. It’s from Emperor Frederick, Richard’s son and his successor. It says he’ll forgive you for escaping from their jail since you’re now Queen, but he’s unwilling to overlook the fact that you released his father, a prisoner of Terran. Unless you turn Richard over to them, they will be forced to take drastic action. He makes the presumption that it would be supported by the council, since you’ve violated the treaty.”

      “That’s bullshit. There’s no way I’m going to turn Richard over to them,” Azure scoffed.

      “Of course you won’t do anything so foolish,” Gran said, shaking her head.

      “What does he mean by drastic action?” Azure asked, her heart suddenly pounding with dread.

      “It’s hard to tell with a new emperor, especially one who is most likely under the influence of Duke Phillip. The Duke is just like his father, Emperor Henry. That man was the reason for this silent war between the humans and the people of Virgo.”

      “Well, what should I do?” Azure asked, and then shook her head. She was Queen, and needed to start making these decisions on her own. Turning, she stared at the bookshelves filled with the grimoires of past monarchs.

      “What do you think you should do, dear Azure?” Gran asked, her voice careful.

      Azure turned, her chin down and her eyes intent. “I need to fight back. I know that Mother would have tried to find a peaceful solution. She would have written back something to stall. I know that she would have trudged off to the court to hear the complaints of her people. However, I don’t want to do that. I want…”

      “What? Go on, Azure. What do you want to do? This is your reign, not your mother’s.”

      Azure bit her lip. “The humans are in the wrong. They’ve hurt the Dark Forest. Frederick, my brother, he’s under Phillip’s control. That’s the man who needs to be stopped. Order needs to be reestablished in Terran.”

      “And you think you can do that?” Gran asked, hiding a sneaky grin.

      “Well, not if I have to sit around listening to the picayune arguments of our people. Gran, I need to go and find a solution that will stop Phillip from furthering his corruption. I know it will take me away from my role as Queen, but—”

      Gran held up her hand, silencing Azure. “Dear, your role as Queen is dictated by you alone. If you think you need to leave these borders to fix problems, then that’s what you’ll do. But one thing is certain—you no longer have to ask anyone for permission. Actually, you need to start giving some orders, because you’re the one in charge,” Gran told her, and her face looked prouder than Azure could ever remember seeing it.
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      Azure reached for her wand just as a set of hands pinned her wrists at her back.

      “First the woods, and now I find you here.” The Duke of Terran’s small brown eyes narrowed.

      “This is Candace,” Heidi chirped from immediately in front of Azure. “She’s new, but I can vouch that she’s a good human. Actually, she might be able to help us with things about Earth.”

      The Duke seemed to measure Heidi with his eyes and then smiled slightly, his gaze returning to Azure. “A good human, is she?” he asked, raising a hand at Azure. She was fighting the restraints at her back, but the guard had gripped her tightly and her words were momentarily locked in her mouth. The crowd around her had turned to stare, distracted from fighting each other for broken objects now. “I suspect no one here in Terran knows who this girl is,” the Duke snapped and flicked his hand in her direction. She felt the cold splash of magic on her face. It was human magic, and it had been used to power a charm, one she recognized. It was a revealing spell.

      The gasp that emerged from Heidi’s mouth was echoed by the people around them. Azure looked down to see her long hair turn blue. She guessed her eyes were again bright blue, her contacts having vanished.

      “She’s a witch,” someone in the crowd murmured, his voice hostile.

      “How dare a witch invade our land?” another voice asked.

      “We should burn her!” a woman cried, her voice vibrating with anger.

      Azure twisted in the guard’s grasp. “No! I’m not what you think. I’m good. You have to believe me,” she said, her gaze centering on Heidi, who looked as if she’d been scorned.

      “Believe you? You told me you were human. I thought were my friend,” she whimpered, shaking her head at Azure.

      “I am. And I’m half human,” Azure said. Something vibrated at her throat. She realized that the soul stone was working; the charm she’d used had in fact been successful. It was trying to draw her to her father, but everything was happening too fast. She could feel the crowd around her growing more violent. She was now grateful that the guards were flanking her, not allowing the mob to pull her limb from limb.

      “Half human, you say,” the Duke drawled, his tone much too pleased. “How very interesting. A witch who is also half human.”

      “It’s true. And my father is from the Land of Terran,” Azure yelled, her voice not her own. It was all coming from the soul stone. But why?

      “Oh, is he?” the Duke asked, crossing his arms on his chest, the glint in his eyes reeking of satisfaction. He turned to the crowd at his back. “But isn’t it a crime punishable by imprisonment to breed with a witch or a wizard?”

      The crowd murmured assent to this question.

      “So now the question is, who is your father? Because this man will be in a great deal of trouble,” the Duke said.

      “Find him! Find him! Find him!” the crowd sang in unison.

      “Oh, I plan to, and I think that we will start by throwing this witch at the emperor’s feet. He will be ever so interested to know that a witch has illegally crossed our borders, and inside our land is a traitor.” The Duke beckoned the guards forward.

      They marched away, dragging Azure along as the crowd parted for them to pass. She lifted her feet one at a time, not at all certain what she should do now. Her wand was safely hidden in her bosom, but her hands were currently pinned by someone who possessed more strength than she did.

      

      “Dear Emperor Fuckface. Fuck you! There’s no fucking way we’re turning over Richard to you. Wishing you all the best and all that jazz. Cordially, Monet Torrance, Chief of Staff, Virgo.” Monet rolled up the parchment he’d read from, looking triumphantly at the cabinet members.

      “It’s a good first draft,” Ever said, brushing a speck of dust from the oval table at which they all sat.

      “First draft? It took me hours to craft the right language. I was going for something that rode the fine line of diplomacy, and think this just about nails it.” Monet shook his head at the Light Elf.

      “May I suggest we write one more draft?” Ever sat back in his chair, the firelight reflecting from his spiky black hair.

      “You can suggest that we all stick pokers up our asses, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to do it.” Monet reached for the candle in front of him, pouring a bit of wax on the parchment in preparation for sealing it.

      “I for one think the letter is perfect.” Gran popped into the conversation. The old witch had said she didn’t want to be on the cabinet, but she’d been the first one to the meeting. Azure knew that her gran wanted to be involved in state business, but she didn’t want the constant decision-making that came with being Queen. Being in the cabinet gave her all the perks without the responsibility.

      “Queen Mother, you can’t be serious?” Gillian asked from the far side of the long table.

      “Of course I’m serious. What are we going to do, offend them? Let them clutch their pearls and scoff at our brazen retort! Why should we care? I’ve tried diplomacy with the humans of Terran. Emeri tried it. Nothing works. Whatever they’re planning to do, they’ll do it whether we tell them in a nice way or in a crass one. At least with this approach we get to snigger a bit.”

      “Then it’s final,” Monet said, pressing the seal of the House of Enchanted into the cooling wax, thus marking the letter with the official emblem of the Queen of Virgo.

      Azure slid her palm over Finswick’s back. He sat on the table next to her, purring loudly. “Now the question is, what will they do in retaliation? What is the drastic action they have in mind?”

      “Oh, you dumb queen,” Monet said, shaking his head and clicking his tongue at her. “That’s not the question. They’ll obviously do something foul. The real question is, how many stink grenades can we launch over their walls when we deliver the letter?”

      “I do believe that employing Monet as Chief of Staff was the smartest thing you’ve done in ages,” Gran said.

      “You two share a strict inclination towards mischief, which is why I’ve countered you with these two,” Azure said, waving at the gnome and the Light Elf.

      “Witches and wizards are mischievous by nature,” Gillian observed, eyeing the scofflaws on the other side of the table.

      “The Orcs are guarding the border. I think they’ll stay as long as we continue to give them food and supplies. Richard, on the other hand, can’t live at the beach too much longer,” Azure said, standing and pacing in front of the gentle fire that burned in the hearth.

      “Now that you’re Queen, can the people of Virgo protest him finding asylum within your borders?” Ever asked.

      “Azure can invite dragons to sleep at the foot of her bed if she pleases,” Gran said.

      “I want a pet dragon,” Monet whined.

      “Let’s focus, people. Richard. I want him brought to Virgo. He’s not safe camping on the beach while the humans are searching for him.” Azure stared at the faces of her cabinet, but no one said anything.

      “I’ll do it.” Ever held up his hand. “I know where he is, and have the most experience in the Dark Forest.”

      Azure paused in her pacing to turn and appraise Ever. “Okay, but I want you to make it fast. And before you leave, I need a lesson in how to use my human magic.”

      “Demanding little thing, isn’t she?” Monet leaned forward, not really aiming his comment in Ever’s direction.

      “We need to find the Book of Branches. Gillian, you said you know how to find it, correct?” Azure asked.

      “You’re going after the book while I’m gone?” Ever asked, tension in his voice.

      “We have to. We’re running out of time.” Azure dismissed him with a wave of her hand.

      “I know where to look, but I assure you it won’t be easy to find. And I believe you, Queen Azure, possess the key to locating it,” Gillian said.

      Monet yawned loudly. “I just wished you’d encrypt this all a bit more, little one.”

      “Okay, so Gillian and I will head into the mountains to find the Book of Branches. I think our best defense against the humans of Terran is to send the rogue dryads after them, but we need to find them first,” Azure said, worrying her fingers across the purple ruffles of her dress. The hem hit her knee, but the back trailed the floor. She missed the hiking clothes she’d worn in the Dark Forest.

      “Queeney, do you think it’s safe for you to charge off to the mountains? Not to mention you’re taking one of your cabinet members with you and sending another into harpy territory,” Monet asked, pulling his mouth to the side and regarding Azure with a snarky look.

      Azure chanced a glance at her gran, who gave nothing away. The old witch returned her attention to drawing invisible images on the surface of the table with her wand. Such a strange woman.

      “I’m not going to hide here in my chamber and send others out on my errands. My job is to protect Virgo, and the best way I can do that right now is by going outside its borders. Forging partnerships is key at this stage,” Azure said, then turned and faced Monet directly. “And if you think I’m taking a risk sending cabinet members on missions, then you’ll think I’m downright batty when I request that you come with us to the mountains.”

      “Queen Azure, I must protest—” Gillian began.

      “Fuck, yeah. I was only saying that because I felt left out.” Monet withdrew a small red bag from his robes, opening it.

      “What are those?” Azure asked as he pulled a triangle from the bag.

      “They’re not Cheetos, I assure you. My source couldn’t get ahold of any, so I bought these instead. They’re called ‘Doritos.’” Monet popped one of the bright orange chips into his mouth and chewed, his eyes skeptical. After swallowing, he nodded. “I prefer Cheetos, but these aren’t bad. I’d offer to share but,” Monet eyed the contents of the bag, “I’ve only got like thirty, so you all understand,” he said, sticking the orange tip of his finger into his mouth and sucking on it.

      Azure turned to Gillian, who was regarding the wizard with a sneer. “And just think, one day he’ll make some witch extremely unhappy.”

      “Maybe you can pass a law that will prevent him from breeding,” Gillian said, a hoarse laugh in his voice.

      “Hey, it sounds like you two are getting along. That will not happen, especially at my expense,” Monet said, chomping on a handful of chips.

      Azure pulled her wand from her hair, allowing her soft curls to fall onto her bare shoulders. “Gran, can I count on you to preside over the court while I’m gone?”

      “Sure, sure, dear,” Gran said, pulling her gaze from the tip of her wand. “But anything Raven Fairchild wants is a no. Everything that Jewels Roughwood asks for is a yes. And if Finnegan complains just once more about fairy droppings in the greenhouses, I’m doubling the size of his nose.”

      “Sounds like you’re leaving the people in excellent hands,” Monet said, crumpling the empty bag in his palm.

      “I think one of my next orders of business will be to elect more cabinet members,” Azure said, threading her fingers into her soul stone’s chain.

      “Well, you have a reticent gnome, a Light Elf who indulges in illegal activity, and an eccentric old witch who probably could end us all with a single spell. Have you thought about inviting that nonsensical pixie to counsel you?” Monet asked, his green eyes sparkling in the firelight.

      “There’s no ‘probably’ about it. I’ve got half a dozen spells that could level this place,” Sari said.

      “Good to know.” Azure peered at her gran before moving her gaze to Monet. “And no, Buzz Buzz has gone to the unicorns to care for them. I don’t expect we’ll see much of her anymore.”

      A clatter drew everyone’s attention to Gillian. He’d dropped his silver flask on the surface of the table. His jaw hung low and his eyes were wide open. “Did you just say ‘unicorn?’”

      “Yes, I did,” Azure said, pushing a piece of her hair behind her ear as she felt her face flush. She moved away from the fire.

      “You saw a unicorn?” Gillian asked.

      “Yes. Twice, actually. The first time was by accident, but the second was when I was looking for one. You see, Buzz Buzz had enthralled the horses, so I thought—”

      “One never sees a unicorn by accident,” Ever interrupted.

      “Oh, well, Monet and I, we saw one. And I went after it because I thought Buzz Buzz might enjoy taking care of them.”

      “So, dear, are you telling me that you can call upon unicorns?” Gran asked, her voice careful.

      “Well, no. I mean, I guess so. Why should it matter? I know that seeing one is rare,” Azure said.

      “Gillian, will you please inform my dimwit relative what the significance of her being able to call on unicorns is?” Sari asked.

      The gnome cleared his throat, but didn’t say anything.

      “Oh, Queen Mother, haven’t you met our friend Little Bit? He doesn’t give away information. That’s part of his charm,” Monet said.

      “Well, then I’ll disclose what dear Azure should have read in her textbooks during her studies.” Gran slid one hand across the table’s top, tapping her wand on the surface as she did. “Unicorns only show themselves to those they offer their services to. They haven’t served a witch or wizard from Virgo in over four thousand years.”

      “Services? I didn’t think they did any,” Azure said, her head clouding in confusion.

      “They usually don’t, but in the past, they’ve assisted people they trusted,” Gran said.

      “What can they do?” Azure asked.

      “Unicorns symbolize purity. Their horn has been known to purify that which was tainted. They are the only true immortals on Oriceran, because every part of them represents healing.” Gran rose a few inches in her chair, her back straight and a twinkle in her lavender eyes.
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      The sun was about to kiss the horizon as Azure and Ever hiked out on the eastern ridge. Strapped across his back was a pack.

      “You know you don’t have to stay. I never meant for you and Gillian to become permanent residents of Virgo when you entered our borders,” Azure finally said, breaking the silence that had been present since they left the comfort of the House of Enchanted.

      “I know. All this just kind of fell on us,” Ever said, glancing at her. The Light Elf knew where he was going, even though he was new to Virgo.

      “I asked you to be on the cabinet, but you should never feel obligated to be here.”

      “Is that why you think I accepted your offer?” he asked.

      “I know that you have your own life, or at least you used to before all this started.” Azure swept her arm wide, indicating the land which had become the central focus of the lives of so many people who weren’t native to it.

      Ever turned, putting a hand on his hip. “Tell me about this life you’ve stolen me from.”

      His bright blue eyes stared at her as he spoke, challenging her.

      “I don’t know. You have your mother on Earth, and I’m sure you have a life with the Light Elves. You’ve never really spoken much about it…” Azure’s voice trailed off and she lifted her gaze as awareness dawned. “Are you running from something? Or is it that you have nothing to run from?”

      His mouth twitched with a smile. “The latter would be more accurate.”

      “Well, still, I feel that Virgo’s problems shouldn’t be yours unless you want them to be. I’d forever be grateful if you brought my father here, but after that your level of involvement is your choice.”

      “I hope you know I’ve never helped you because of obligation,” Ever said, turning back and leaning forward as they climbed the green hill. The center of Virgo was far in the distance now.

      “Ever, as with Gillian, I have zero idea why you’ve continued to help me,” Azure said. It still hadn’t computed in her mind that she was the queen of her people. Maybe tomorrow she’d wake up and her mother would still have magic and she’d be free to goof around with Monet all day. Still, it all felt too real to be a dream.

      “I think this ought to do it,” Ever said, when they’d hiked to the top of the hill. It granted them views of the Dark Forest, which bordered that part of Virgo. The mountains to the west were like a cape in the distance. The Mountain of Truth stood higher than all the rest, purple mist encircling its top.

      Ever unzipped his backpack, withdrawing a shiny red apple from it.

      “Oh, is it snack time? I was under the impression we were here to practice human magic.” Azure laughed, pointing at the fruit.

      “It isn’t snack time, but if you haven’t eaten yet, then you should be all right.” Ever pulled several labeled linen bags from his pack. “You mentioned that the humans of Terran use sugar as the base for their food.”

      “Yes, because they don’t see the benefit of eating vegetables when they can draw power from them.”

      “That’s a good point, although they’re undoubtedly nutrient-deficient,” Ever said, smirking at her.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Humans usually need a source to pull from and material to shift.”

      “So they can’t do enchantments, like when you sealed the backstage area in Terran?” Azure asked.

      “Not unless they’re pairing their magic with something else.”

      “Like when the Duke drew from my mother’s soul stone,” Azure said bitterly.

      “The humans of Terran all have magic, which is atypical for the species. Some humans on Oriceran don’t have magic. It’s a genetic anomaly. To create something sweet or starchy, they need sugar.” Ever held up the first bag. “But other humans with magic know they can use salt, spices, or other ingredients to make different foods.” In his other hand he clutched three more bags.

      “How much of the material do you have to use?”

      “It depends on how much energy you leech from a source, and how powerful you are with your magic.”

      Azure nodded. “So, the apple. Is that my source for our purposes?”

      “Exactly,” Ever said, tossing it at her.

      She held the fruit up, focusing on it the same way she’d focused on the redwood tree she’d been forced to leech in Terran.

      The energy inherent in the apple flowed into Azure, filling her chest with a buzz that made her want to fidget.

      The apple dulled in color, its skin wrinkling slightly. Azure gasped and severed her magical tie to the piece of fruit. “Oh, no! I didn’t mean to do that.” She looked at the apple, which was still in good enough condition to eat, but was not as vibrant as it had been.

      “You appear to draw energy fairly quickly,” Ever said, raising an eyebrow and regarding her with awe.

      “What does that mean? Terrans draw energy until the object is depleted.”

      “Yes, and that takes many humans over the course of several attempts. A single apple shouldn’t have been depleted that easily.”

      “What does that mean?” Azure asked, handing the fruit back to him.

      “Let’s find out.” He gestured at the linen bags he’d laid on the grass. “Pick your material. Sugar, salt, spices, or other.”

      Azure knelt down and picked up the small bag of salt. She untied the drawstrings, peering into the dark bag. “How much do I use?”

      “It depends on what you want to manifest. Usually it takes at least a teaspoon to manifest a meal for one. A tablespoon might feed a family. You get the idea.”

      “There’s not much here,” Azure said, feeling around in the bag.

      “I’m afraid we lost some in transit. See what you can do with a pinch.”

      “Okay, fine.” Azure walked over to a tree stump and sprinkled the salt there, then focused a single intention on the salt, funneling the power from the apple into it. A stuffed roasted duck surrounded by potatoes, carrots, and a side of green beans manifested on the tree stump.

      “Oh, fuck,” Ever said, grabbing Azure’s forearm.

      “What?” She turned to him, worried she’d done something wrong. “What did I do?”

      He set the apple next to the steaming duck and vegetables and clapped his hand to his forehead. “You created a complete meal from a pinch of salt.”

      “I’m…sorry?” she said, her voice uncertain.

      “And you hardly aged a piece of fruit to do it.”

      “I don’t understand. Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, my dear Queen, you did something completely right. You’ve far outperformed anything I’ve ever witnessed using human magic.”

      “Oh, well. It must be a mistake.”

      “That’s what I usually think when people like you show off,” Ever winked at her. “I think we should test the hypothesis that this was a mistake, so let’s try another experiment. This time I want you to draw more power from the apple. Draw as little or as much as you want. Then I want you manifest something from nothing.”

      “Wait, you said that humans can’t do that!”

      “They can’t, but witches can, and if I’m correct, your witchcraft is assisting you. It’s impossible for you to turn it off, am I right?”

      “Well, it’s about like you trying to not hear.”

      “Exactly, so you might as well embrace it. You need to manifest something you wouldn’t be able to do with witchcraft or human magic alone. It needs to be something so major that you have to attribute it to being a combination of both of your magics, not just one or the other.”

      “But I don’t have my wand,” Azure complained.

      “Yes, and that’s going to further prove this point. A human needs a source for magic, and a witch needs an instrument. Humans need a base material for manifestation, and although witches don’t, they are limited in what they can produce. However, I think you can draw from both sides and avoid the shortcomings of each.”

      Azure nodded, although she wasn’t sure she agreed or understood. That didn’t make sense. Still, she aimed her hand at the apple sitting next to the roasted duck and drew the energy from the fruit without interruption. This time she took it all, turning the apple to a shriveled pieced of fruit.

      Closing her eyes, Azure pictured what she intended to create. It would look out of place on the top of this hill in Virgo, which was surrounded by farm land. However, she had to prove that human magic could be used for good, not just for selfish gain. Azure directed her hand at an empty patch of dirt several yards away. Her fingers trembled as energy surged through her arm, and a scream she hadn’t known lived within her shot out of her mouth just as the ground trembled under their feet. Azure stumbled backward as the dirt buckled and roots rose to the surface. The top of a tree shot from the ground to rise higher and higher. The trunk swelled outward, growing so wide it forced Azure and Ever to retreat several yards. He grabbed her arm, pulling her back another few feet. The cracking sounds didn’t stop until the giant redwood had risen to its full height, some three hundred feet in the air.

      Azure and Ever stared up at the huge tree, mouths gaping wide.

      “A family-sized meal from a pinch of salt and a giant redwood from nothing. Damn, you are a fucking show off,” Ever said, still regarding the tree.

      The branches of the tree swayed as a flock of birds dove into the leaves, instantly finding a home.

      “I did have to kill an apple to grow it,” Azure said, still not believing she’d manifested a tree.

      “Yes, and I do believe this specimen rivals the height of any tree on Oriceran or Earth. Please tell me you’re slightly winded.”

      “Actually I’m totally famished.” She reached over and pulled one of the legs off the roasted duck, sinking her teeth into the still-warm meat.

      “I had my suspicions, but now I know they’re true,” Ever said, picking up one of the small potatoes and popping it into his mouth.

      “What’s that?” Azure took another two bites from the duck leg.

      “You are like me: more powerful because you share the traits of two races.”

      “Oh, can you manifest a giant redwood?”

      Ever shook his head. “No, I said you were like me. I don’t know anyone else who can do what you’ve done.”

      Azure regarded the large tree that now cast a giant shadow on the crops at the bottom of the hill. “Well, unfortunately I’m going to have to saw this beauty down, or the farmers will be barking complaints about their crops.”

      “Oh, the sensible human in you has come out,” he said, with a smile.

      Azure, not thinking twice, fired a fist into Ever’s arm. “Ouch. Come on. I’m half human too. I didn’t mean any offense.” He rubbed his shoulder as his expression softened. “Actually, I hope this demonstration proves how important both parts of you are. You can’t fix humans or save the witches and wizards.”

      Azure regarded the tree in front of her, thinking that over. “I need to help them to accept each other.”

      “Azure, you asked before why Gillian and I were helping you. Maybe now you can see. If anyone is going to fix the rift between the people of Terran and the witches and wizards of Virgo, it is you. However, your destiny isn’t set. You hold an incredible power. It can protect your homeland and heal the Dark Forest, or it could destroy Oriceran.”
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      Duke Phillip crumpled the parchment in his hand, the wax seal scratching his palm as he did.

      “How dare they? Those heathens and their abhorrent use of language,” he snarled, throwing the missive from Monet Torrance into the fire.

      He heard a small laugh behind him. Frederick covered his mouth when Phillip whipped around to face him.

      “You think this is funny? That was a complete show of disrespect. Even Queen Emeri had the decency to offer politeness to our people.”

      “He called me ‘Emperor Fuckface,’” Frederick said, shaking his head as he laughed.

      “Do not repeat such repugnant words.” Phillip sat back on the leather sofa, and Rover hopped up to join him at once. The large poodle nestled his head into the Duke’s lap, earning a nice scratch behind his ears, which the dog relished.

      “My sister appears to be a different leader than her mother.”

      “Don’t call her that,” Phillip snapped.

      “That’s what she is though, isn’t she?” Frederick asked.

      “Technically she’s your half-sister, but being related to a witch isn’t something you should ever boast about.”

      “I think the actual problem is that they have Father and won’t release him.”

      “If I know Richard, he doesn’t want to be turned over. He’s been itching to be released from our border.”

      Frederick nodded. It was no secret that his father longed to explore Oriceran. However, the feeling of abandonment still sat heavily in the young emperor’s chest.

      “If you knew they weren’t going to return Father, then you planned on retaliating all along.”

      “Not only have I been planning on retaliating, the plan has already been put into motion.”

      “What are you going to do?” Frederick asked, his face drawn with fear.

      “It’s better if you don’t know, Emperor,” Phillip said, a sadistic smile on his face. “Why don’t you go and rehearse your speech for tomorrow’s festivities.”

      “I don’t understand how you think a press conference to declare Virgo an unfriendly territory is a festivity.”

      “It’s been a long time coming, that’s all.” Phillip stroked Rover’s head.

      “Fine, but I want to know what you have planned,” Frederick said, striding toward the exit. He gave the regent one last look before closing the door behind him.

      “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough what I have planned, Emperor Frederick.”

      Not a full minute had passed before something pecked at the window. Phillip ushered the large dog off his lap, looking at the bat-like grayish-black bird perched on the sill.

      Phillip pulled the window open, careful to keep some distance between him and the pterosaur, which was a member of the dinosaur family with its sharp teeth and claws. The harpies had delivered on their end of the bargain. Yes, the Orcs guarded the borders of Virgo, shooting arrows at any harpies who flew overhead. However, harpies were large-winged creatures that were easy to spot. Pterosaurs were strong but small, and could fly higher than harpies.

      Reaching into his desk drawer, Phillip withdrew a small box. He pulled the top off, peering at the black oblong tablet inside. It was more concentrated than the virus he had infected the queen and her cabinet members with when they visited. This single tablet would be enough to infect everyone in Virgo with the virus, which would rob all the witches and wizards of their magic.

      Extending the hand holding the box to the pterosaur, Phillip ordered, “Drop this in the stream that feeds the wells of Virgo. Got it?”

      The black-eyed bird squawked. Its skin was stretched tightly over its wings, and its beak looked sharp enough to puncture a man’s lungs. It reached its beak into the box, pulling out the pill, then flapped its wings, sending wind into the office as it rose a few feet off the windowsill before turning and flying in the opposite direction. Phillip watched from the window until the pterosaur disappeared. The poison would soon render those people in Virgo powerless. Then they’d no longer be a problem for him, and he could lead as he’d always intended.
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            Author Notes - Sarah Noffke

          

          September 18, 2017

        

      

    

    
      Guess how long it took me to write this book?

      You know what?

      I freaking loathe guessing games too.

      Like I don’t read minds! Why not just tell me?

      Two weeks.

      It took me fourteen days from prologue to epilogue. Actually, book one, two and three of this series were all written in a two week span. Before you assume that’s because I have no social life, I’d ask you to consider that I was so taken with these characters and really wanted to write their story. I’m also a workaholic and tend to get a nervous tick if not writing. I did travel to see my best friend’s house, Leen, for the weekend after finishing the book, so I’m not a total recluse.

      Let’s talk about names.

      I disclosed some important information on naming in the author notes in book one. I’m here to continue that disclosure. More books, more names, more secrets. That’s how this author game works.

      You know those strange conversations where you learn something that has little to do with you and it stays with you for no reason at all? Yes, my mind is a vault.

      I have no idea why.

      Anyway, a dozen or billion years ago, can’t remember which, my other bestie, Heidi, told me that she had a friend who named her kid Ever. End of convo. Except that my mind held on to that tidbit and fifty… or ten years later, I named a Light Elf this. It’s a cool name, no? And while we’re on the subject, yes, I put Heidi in book one as the friendly human in Terran who helps Azure. Ten points to readers who connected those dots. I often put my friends into the books. Farrah, the cannibal/helpful mermaid, is Heidi’s daughter. And in this book, the other mermaid is Heidi’s other daughter, Tabby.

      So please feel free to befriend me, buy me a drink, and tell me a story because it will likely end up in a book.

      Okay, let’s get serious for a moment. My most favorite part of this series was in book two. The coronation. It was unexpected for me. And yes, I realize I’m the author and should have seen it all coming, but I didn’t. For some reason, it was sweeter than I imagined. It had emotion. And when Azure became Queen, I felt her power grow.

      This is when I should admit that everything that happened after the coronation I didn’t have in the outline. It surprised me when she asked Gillian, Ever and Monet to be on her cabinet. Really, I was questioning her judgements. However, I loved who Azure became in this book.

      Because for me, I love to write characters who evolve. I don’t want them to start and end the same way, but rather change from book to book.

      I want my main character to surprise me because despite the outline she became something I hadn’t envisioned. And in this book, Azure did.

      She became a Queen who I’d be proud to kneel to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Martha Carr

          

          September 19, 2017

        

      

    

    
      The Oriceran Universe is off to a great start – blooming in fact – and Sarah Noffke is part of that great success! It’s been fun watching her interact with readers, share picture of her cat and drawings of the characters. It’s been heartening to also see how many readers are already so engaged.

      When Magic Mike and I first conceived of this big idea back in January this is exactly what we hoped to see. More authors and fans connecting with some great characters in some magical settings. Dreams coming true all around us and folks finding a way to escape for a while into another place and time where the characters do what’s right, no matter what, learn to rely on each other and there’s a few laughs along the way. That is a really good description of what it’s like to be a part of the Oriceran family.

      I have a sister who’s ten years older than I am – Diana – who I call D. She’s been a big sci-fi and super powers fan for as long as I can remember. When I was really small, my sister commandeered the one black and white TV we had in order to watch Star Trek. No talking allowed while it was on! And she bought DC comics by the armload and let her younger siblings read them without complaining about our sticky fingers or how much we bent the pages. She even forgot about them in later years – packing boxes worth (except for the ones that the chronically overflowing washing machine turned into pulp). Family lore is my younger brother sold them and made a small killing. I’ve never bothered to check and good for him if he did.

      Those stories – they started my love affair with characters who do the right thing just because it needs doing – and a sense of wonder and magic. Love that combination! I get it when fans write in and say a story an Oriceran author wrote gave them a place to go for just a day. They gave me the ability to dream and then go after those dreams – like building a universe with Michael Anderle.

      Now, here we are – Sara Noffke and myself - and six other authors (including Magic Mike) helping each other to create an entire world where all those things are possible once again, along with fans who are fast becoming family. I could not have conjured up this dream any better. Thank you to everyone who has taken us into your homes and your hearts and sends us selfies and jokes and ideas and encouragement.

      I am forever grateful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Publisher Notes - Michael Anderle

          

          September 20, 2017

        

      

    

    
      First, THANK YOU for not only reading the story but making it all the way to the lonely back of the book where the architect of the Universe and publisher is writing his notes…

      You know, my place.

      Here I get to wax philosophic about Sarah and her fast-as-hell run through the books. (I’m insanely jealous and happy at the same time.) I’m pleased with how Martha has supported our authors in this new Universe, and yet annoyed by being called YET ANOTHER name.

      I mean really people, how many titles do I need? I’ve got Magic Mike by Martha, preceded by Yoda by Ell Leigh Clarke, I can’t even remember the one Craig Martelle bestowed upon me and then “The Author” (which I coined, so I’m completely down with that one) on the Kurtherian Gambit Facebook page.

      However, one name or title I don’t mind is ‘supporter of dreams.’ Right now, through your reading and enjoyment of these stories, I get to see authors realize their dreams as we work to streamline the process of publishing amazingly fun characters that go out and do cool stuff. We stick these stories in that place that USED to be called between-the-covers and now is simply your ebook reader.

      Damn, I just wondered what would happen if I hired about thirty people to ping Sarah Noffke on the Oriceran Facebook page at once?

      Not that I can do it because I know I’d tear my own hair out if it happened to me and I have WAY less than she has, so not fair.

      Now, Martha “give him a name” Carr, on the other hand, I might be willing to tweak a little bit. It would serve her right for trying to get people to start calling me by the title of a movie, or…uh…’dancer’ for the ladies.

      I’ll get her back, just wait and see.

      When you read books you love (by whichever author it is) drop them a review on the book. It helps continue encouraging your favorite authors to keep doing what they are doing and providing YOU with new books to read. These books then satisfy that craving you have, that need to immerse yourself with your favorite characters one more time.

      Today is Wednesday (it slipped past midnight and is now Sept 20th) from when I started writing these publisher notes, and in just a little while we will be at the perfect time to read a book.

      What is the perfect time to read you ask?

      Well, any of the days that end in ‘y,’ of course!

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael Anderle
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      A stony well sat on the eastern hills of the Kingdom of Virgo. It had never gone dry, and was responsible for providing the water for the neighboring crops.

      The sun dried the morning dew from the grass as a bright blur buzzed over the well. It shot several feet up and then halted in the air. The fairy’s brow crinkled as she spun to face the water source. Luna wore a tight dress made from blue flower petals. Her silver hair hung over her bare shoulders and her sharp eyes narrowed at the well. She flew low, landing on the stone walls that bordered the water, which was only three feet down. Luna sniffed, her pointy nose inhaling the moist air, and gasped, her eyes widening with shock.

      Kneeling, the fairy ducked her head into the well. She immediately yanked her head back up, dizzy. The hills and sky over Virgo spun, the greens and blues running together. Luna tried to push herself to a standing position, but faltered. Overwhelmed by the chemicals she’d inhaled, she swayed and then passed out.
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        * * *

      

      “Where is Luna?” Finnegan asked, tossing his long turquoise beard over his shoulder so it didn’t brush the plants as he inspected them.

      “She’s probably sleeping. Tonight is a full moon,” Navi remarked, fluttering through the air. Tied to her waist was a small satchel that was full of plant food. She pinched a bit from the sack and sprinkled it as she flew over the mint jelly herbs.

      The old wizard shook his head. “I suppose you think I should let her off on those days?”

      “Each fairy is different. It would be nice if you acknowledged that a bit more,” Navi said.

      “Oh, sure. You get the spring off. Snow gets to sit on her ass during the winter. Meanwhile, I work every damn day.” Finnegan waved his wand in the air over the young seedlings, a scowl on his long face. “Why I have to work with damn fairies, I’ll never know.”

      Navi flew over and circled the wizard’s face. “Oh, you old grump. You know you love us. And who would do all this work if it wasn’t for us?”

      Finnegan eyed the greenhouse, where rows upon rows of plants sat with small bright blurs buzzing over them. “I’m thinking of replacing the lot of you with a fleet of bewitched dragonflies.”

      Navi laughed, diving lower to continue feeding the plants.

      The herb garden had lost the previous mint jelly and hook-skirt crops. However, the milk thistle and caralluma fimbriata were ready for harvest. Finnegan’s gaze darkened, a shadow dancing across his turquoise eyes. Half the potions those herbs were used for couldn’t be made, since Virgo had lost Charmsgood, the Potions Master. Where was he even supposed to sell the crop of herbs with the potions shop closed? The queen would need to appoint a new Potions Master soon, however much Azure had demanding her attention.

      “Navi, have the harvest fairies deliver the milk thistle and caralluma fimbriata to the stand at the front of the farm.” Finnegan’s dirt-stained hands clasped his soul stone, which was pinned to the side of his robes. To say he missed Charmsgood was an understatement. As his twin brother, there was no one he’d known better in the last six centuries. The wizards had been born in the second hour of the second day of the second month in the year. Great things had been expected of two wizards born under such auspicious circumstances, and they’d fulfilled those expectations. But now Charmsgood was gone, leaving Finnegan with a constant feeling that he was lacking something vital.

      Navi halted in the air, her brow furrowing. “Who will sell the herbs, though?”

      “I guess you will, or Granite, or one of the other fairies. Whoever you decide. I don’t care.” Finnegan waved his wand at the pipe that ran overhead the full length of the greenhouse.

      “You can’t sell the herbs?” Navi asked.

      Usually Charmsgood bought the harvest from the greenhouse. Without him, there was a piece missing in the system. No, the herbs wouldn’t be ground into different usable forms or turned into ready-to-use potions, but at least the people of Virgo would have the herbs.

      “You fairies have an extra hour in your day, but I don’t,” Finnegan said bitterly. “My job is to grow the herbs, not to sell them.”

      The pipe sputtered, but nothing came from the misters. Finnegan grunted, waving his wand in the air again. Still nothing.

      “Wait!” a tiny voice rang from his back. Finnegan wheeled around just in time to get hit in the face by a fairy.

      “Get off!” Finnegan yelled, swiping at his cheeks.

      Luna rose into the air just in front of Finnegan’s face, her eyes large and silver hair askew. “Sorry! But you can’t water the herbs today!”

      Finnegan shook his head of long turquoise hair. Fucking fairies were always saying outrageous bullshit like that. “Don’t plant when Mars is retrograde. No working when the sun sleeps,” or “Only fertilize when spring winds blow.”

      “I do believe that if I don’t water herbs then they’ll die, Luna. Is that what you want?” Finnegan said, leaning forward and growling at the fairy. “And where have you been?”

      “The well! There’s something wrong with the water supply!” Luna yelled, her little voice so high-pitched it hurt the wizard’s ears.

      “You’ve been smoking too much caterpillar shit.” Finnegan again waved his wand at the sprinkler system. The old pipes needed to be replaced. He’d been complaining to the House of Enchanted about it for a decade, but so much in Virgo needed to be repaired. In time…

      “Hey, listen!” Luna zipped through the air and landed on the wizard’s shoulder. “I’m serious. I smelled something in the well. You have to believe me. It knocked me out for…well, I don’t know how long.”

      Finnegan lifted his hand up and pressed it under a mister until a drop oozed onto his fingertip. He sniffed the water and shook his head. “Smells fine, you fucking insect wanna-be.”

      “It’s more concentrated in the well!” Luna stomped her feet on the wizard’s shoulder.

      “Stop that!” Finnegan swatted at the fairy. She flew up to avoid his hand, but darted back down and tugged on his long earlobe.

      “Hey, listen! This is serious! We’ve got to warn Virgo. None of the crops can be watered,” the fairy of the moon’s cycles screamed, her pale face flushing red.

      Finnegan reached over with his opposite hand and pinched the fairy off his shoulder. He held the squirming little figure in front of his nose and blew out a huge breath just as he let her go. She spiraled through the air before her wings broke free of the wind.

      “Maybe you need to listen to Luna,” Navi said, flying over to hover beside Finnegan’s face.

      “Oh, nonsense. You lot are paranoid.” Finnegan reached up and cranked the sprinkler faucet, manually turning it on. Water first dripped from the misters overhead and then it drizzled over the herbs below with a gentle mist.

      Finnegan strode off toward the exit, looking forward to enjoying his lunch. He had a date with a meatball sandwich and bottle of honeysuckle mead.
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      Finswick, the cat swatted at a stargazer moth as it tried to find an escape route along the window sill. Smack. The black and white feline smashed the insect against the glass, its guts oozing onto the pane. He leaned down and scooped the moth into his mouth.

      “I need you to come back in one piece.” Monet’s voice rang from the far side of the cabinet chamber. “My source at the Dark Market says his supply of Cheetos is drying up, so we’ll need to pop off to Earth soon. This is a matter of life or death.”

      Azure rose from her seat, the heat of the fireplace making her too warm. “Ever, by now I don’t have to tell you to ignore Monet, right?”

      The Light Elf smiled at Queen Azure and shook his head. “I’ll be back in a day, maybe two. It shouldn’t take me long to travel to the beach and bring your father back.”

      Azure trotted to the other side of the table and pulled out a seat as far from the fireplace as possible. By rights she should be chilly in her sleeveless dress. The bodice was lined with black leather and the skirt was comprised of long orange strips of chiffon. Since becoming queen, her dresses had become more demanding and heavier. The seamstress seemed to think that the young queen needed an edgier look than her mother. Whereas Emeri was elegance and refinery, Azure was dressed like a queen with a flair for rebellion.

      Gran eyed Azure with a twinkle in her eyes.

      “Okay, well, we might not be here when you return.” Azure fanned her face with her hand as her cheeks grew hotter.

      “Can’t you stay until I return?” Ever asked, pushing to a standing position and pressing his hands on to the table before leaning forward.

      “We could, but then we’d be two days behind. I need to find the rogue dryads as soon as possible,” Azure said.

      “Hey, when Emperor Lame-ass says he’s going to take drastic action, we need to go and find someone to fight our battles for us,” Monet chipped in.

      “That’s not what we’re doing. The rogue dryads want to punish the people from the Land of Terran. We’re just going to help them. Win-win.” Azure pulled at the corset of her dress. She was going to murder the seamstress and all her fucking fairy servants.

      “Don’t worry. I know the mountains well,” Gillian said from his place at the far end of the table. He always placed himself as far from the others as possible.

      “So there you go. We’ve got the gnome who won’t tell us a damn thing. What are you worried about? We are only looking for a tiny little book in a gigantic mountain range with zero idea where to start.” Monet leaned back, his hands on either side of his head.

      “Oh well, I’ll just set off now and hope to return before your departure.” Ever stood tall, popping his collar up.

      Did he look worried? Ever had agreed to journey to the ocean to retrieve Richard, but he’d appeared increasingly on edge since the cabinet had started discussing plans to retrieve the Book of Branches.

      “Don’t die, dearest WhatEver,” Monet said in a sing-song voice as the Light Elf headed for the exit with tension making his shoulders sit up higher.

      Finswick hopped up onto the surface of the table, earning a contemptuous glare from Gillian. The feline pranced across it and deposited the still half-alive moth in front of the queen mother.

      “Oh, you read my mind. That’s exactly what I need!” Gran rapped her wand on the surface of the table. The moth shrunk in on itself and then blossomed into a hand fan. Gran plucked it from the table, unlatching it. “Here you are, dear Azure. A self-waving fan.”

      The fan unfolded and hovered in the air for a moment before swishing back and forth, creating a steady flow of air in Azure’s direction.

      “Oh, thank Merlin! That’s better,” Azure said, leaning back in her chair.

      “I daresay you’re probably dehydrated. When was the last time you had something to drink?” Gran asked, flicking her wand at a pitcher of water on the side table. A goblet of water glided through the air to land just in front of Azure.

      “About the last time I had a proper meal,” Azure admitted, thirstily eyeing the water for a moment. Since she’d become queen, there hadn’t been time for much besides working and sleeping. Even now her eyelids felt heavy, like they were lying on the surface of the table under her. Shaking off the exhaustion, Azure faced Gillian. “I’d like to leave at first light tomorrow. Does that work for you?”

      The gnome nodded, his bulbous nose appearing red from the firelight behind him. “I shall be ready to go, Queen Azure.”

      “I shall be sleeping in, Queen Butt-face,” Monet said.

      Gillian spun and narrowed his eyes at him. “I must object to your disrespect. This is your queen, and you’d do well to remember some manners.”

      “I must object to your ass-kissing. You’d do well not to take yourself so seriously, Little Bit.” Monet turned to Finswick, who sat regally next to Azure, and snapped, “Go find me something Gran can turn into a lager or ale. I’m parched.”

      The feline stretched to a standing position and bounded off the table.

      “Monet, if you’re going with us, then you’ll leave at first light. And I’ll remind you that gnomes are native to the mountains. He’ll be a great resource to us on this expedition, so mind your tongue or I’ll turn you into a salamander with a very short tail,” Azure said.

      “Why would I have a short tail?” Monet asked.

      “Oh, that’s not a part of the spell. It’s just that the salamander will resemble you in human form,” the queen mother remarked. She’d looked cheerier since joining the cabinet; it was like her purpose had been renewed. Azure knew Gran didn’t care for court business, but she liked being in the know. And as a cabinet member she still had time for crafting spells, time being something she was never afforded when she was queen. If Azure could only find such easy solutions to bring purpose and happiness for her people.

      “Like you know how big my—”

      “Anyway, I think we’re done here.” Azure cut Monet off, shaking her head. Soon she’d appoint two more cabinet members, and then all who sat at the table would need to behave, if only marginally.

      “Oh, and look—Finswick brought you something,” Gran said as the feline hopped up onto the table. The cat laid a huge roach in front of Monet, its back legs still twitching.

      “Would you like me to spell that into a drink? It will taste like the bug’s guts and leave you belching for hours.” The queen mother wore a sickly-sweet expression on her wrinkled face.

      “I’ll pass,” Monet said, gesturing to Azure. “Come on, Queeny. We’re going to the pub. I need you to buy me a few drinks.”

      Azure eyed the tall glass of water she hadn’t found time to drink and reached for the goblet, thinking she’d at least wet her mouth.

      Monet aimed his wand at the goblet and it exploded, drenching the two witches next to it with water. “Oops!” Monet said, not at all sounding remorseful. “Looks like we’d better get a real drink.”
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      A large harpy swooped through the air overhead—the Duke of Terran knew better than to venture into the Dark Forest without a bodyguard. In his peripheral vision, Phillip spied the blinking red eyes. He knew that the rogue dryads were lurking in the forest, waiting for a chance to corner him and turn him into a statue for his misdeeds. That was where the stupid forest nymphs were wrong. Yes, under his rule the forest had been depleted, but he saw that as the forest’s problem rather than a problem resulting from the humans of Terran’s overuse. The humans on Earth had figured out how to innovate things so they worked better. The forest needed to learn how to do that too.

      The rogue dryads were unwilling to chance apprehending the Duke as long as he had the protection of the harpies, and once he was inside the borders of the Land of Terran he was safe. Stupid woods creatures wanted vengeance, but had no strategy. Their heads had to be filled with termites.

      “Hey, you can get off my back now, rogue dryads,” Phillip said, waving a potion bottle in the air. He tipped it and a single droplet splattered on the dead forest ground. As soon as the drop hit, bright green seedlings slipped through the dirt, rising higher and higher until they grew into long ferns, vines, figs, and fast-growing birches. The regrowing potion had been a fruitful investment. Phillip had bargained with the harpies to protect him while he secured the potion from Charmsgood, and all it had cost him was the expense of feeding the large birds. However, because of the Orcs, the birds hadn’t been fed in quite some time. That was the part he’d have to remedy soon. The harpies had to be fed, or the alliance would fail.

      Vines grew where moments prior there’d only been barren soil. Phillip extended his hand to a birch sapling. With his sheer will he leeched the energy from the tree, which hadn’t existed moments ago. The power flowed into him, filling his chest with a fresh buzz of energy. The birch tree paled, turning from white to an ashen gray. The wind gusted and the tree was swept away, now nothing but soon-to-decay roots.

      Phillip reflected on the forest around him. Soon it would be strong enough to harvest. It was becoming more dangerous for the humans of Terran to venture into the forest to fill their magical reserves, and to find something worth bringing back for harvest wasn’t easy since the forest was barren all around their borders. Venturing too far was a risk, even with the harpies guarding overhead.

      “Is it my turn yet?” a woman asked from the shadows.

      Phillip had stationed her there, telling her to stay quiet until he’d restored part of the forest and leeched some of it. He lifted his head and regarded the woman, who wore a mink stole and camouflage pants—both garments that were depicted in advertisements from Earth.

      “Yes, Mary. It’s your turn.” Phillip waved the woman forward. “I need you to stand right here first, though.”

      “But why?” the woman asked.

      “Because the only way the harpies will protect you is if they meet you first,” Phillip said, shaking his head at her like this should be obvious.

      “Oh, of course. I’m happy to meet them if they’ll keep me safe,” the woman chirped with a loud laugh.

      “They’ll keep you safe, all right.” Phillip flipped up the collar of his trench coat and changed places with Mary.

      She raised her head to the sky, where the large winged beasts soared. “They are quite scary, aren’t they? And those faces! They’re like women, but without any beauty.”

      “Yes, they are quite strange-looking, but some might call that beauty in itself. I know I recognize them as lovely.” Phillip took another step backward, now completely covered by shadows. “She’s all yours.”

      A screech resounded overhead. A harpy flapped her wings, staring down at the human with her black eyes. The others rose higher in the air, circling around the single harpy. The low-altitude harpy’s striped feathers vibrated as the half-vulture, half-woman took in large breaths.

      “What’s it doing?” Mary asked, her voice suddenly frantic.

      “She’s preparing to hunt,” Phillip said from the shadows.

      “What!” Mary spun on her toes and sprinted for the trees far in the distance.

      The harpy dove, rocketing toward the ground with an ear-splitting howl. Mary dropped to the forest floor, covering the back of her head with her arms. The harpy’s claws hovered just over the woman’s shoulders before clamping around her arms.

      “No!” Mary yelled, kicking as the harpy lifted her into the air. “Phillip! How could you?”

      Phillip turned, putting his back to the abduction. He’d need to quickly erase it from his mind. The harpies had to be fed, and since he didn’t have a witch or wizard to offer he had to sacrifice his own people. This was what a great leader did. They made the hard decisions. They spared the many by using the few. This was something that Emperor Frederick wouldn’t ever be taught to do. This is what I was born to do, he thought. The harpy’s screams faded as she drifted farther into the Dark Forest.
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      “Would you like something to eat, Queen Azure?” Trixie asked, her wand in one hand and notepad in the other.

      “Just a pitcher of ale,” Monet answered. “We are setting off on a long and hard expedition bright and early tomorrow. Can’t have your mashed peas and roast duck giving us stomach cramps while we’re hiking.”

      Trixie tossed her long silver hair over her shoulder and peered down her nose at Azure. “I only tolerate him because of you.”

      “Thanks, Trixie. I must have been cursed by a centaur, because I’m not at all sure why I tolerate him,” she said.

      Trixie nodded and spun, headed for the bar.

      “Because I’m brilliantly charming and seductively handsome.” Monet leaned his head on Azure’s shoulder.

      “I can guarantee that your charm doesn’t work on me, and you’re about as handsome as a disfigured sea dinosaur born to runt parents.”

      “Oh—you’re in denial. I get it. So what is your type? Because I’m willing to become that to earn my rightful place as king,” Monet said.

      Azure shivered, her face grimacing like she was going to be sick. “If there was anything in my stomach, it would spill out of me right now.”

      “Are you into the Light Elf? Maybe the gnome has gotten your attention with his orange hair and incessant use of titles?” Monet sank low in the booth, bowing over as he did. “Queen Azure, will you have a ladder brought so I can more easily kiss your ass?” His voice was low like Gillian’s and his eyes were soft, like he was pouting.

      Trixie trotted over and slid a pitcher of ale onto the table. She deposited two cloudy mugs in front of Azure and Monet. “Enjoy, Queen Azure.”

      “What about me? Don’t you want me to enjoy?” Monet asked, offense in his voice.

      “No. I’ve poisoned your mug.” Trixie cast a disgusted look over her shoulder as she sped back to the bar.

      Monet switched the mugs before filling them to the brim.

      “You know, I actually could use something to eat. I haven’t had a single morsel of food all day,” Azure said, raising the beer mug to her mouth. The foam met her lips.

      Monet waved her off. “I’m doing you a favor. You don’t want to be a fat queen.”

      “At this point I’m a starving one.”

      “Oh, you’re so fucking dramatic. Here.” Monet reached into his robes and dropped a fun-sized bag of Cheetos onto the table. “Consider that my coronation present.”

      “Wow. I’m simply overwhelmed by your generosity.” Her voice was devoid of any emotion.

      “Fine, be ungrateful, but I’m doing you a favor. You can drink at the Ghoul’s Tavern, but don’t eat here. Trust me. The last time I had the shepherd’s pie I couldn’t sit for a week.”

      Azure took a long sip of her beer, enjoying the refreshment. “You ever consider that you offer a few too many details sometimes?”

      “Nope.” Monet grabbed the bag of Cheetos and pulled it open. “Can you believe it? We’ve finally made it. You’ve become a lovely figurehead the people pretend to follow, knowing that I’m the one who is actually in charge. I’m sure all the witches and wizards finally sleep comfortably in their beds now. Glory be to me.”

      “Yeah, we’ve made it and it’s fucking fun fretting over Virgo and trying to protect the people from Terran,” Azure said, draining the rest of the mug. A loud burp rocketed out of her mouth.

      Several patrons turned and stared at the pair in the corner, their faces going slack.

      Monet’s eyes widened with shock. “Merlin’s beard! You’re so fucking embarrassing.”

      “It’s true,” Azure said, stealing the bag of Cheetos from Monet and popping one of them into her mouth. She mechanically chewed, not really tasting the so-called food.

      Monet lifted the pitcher and refilled Azure’s mug. He regarded her with a sideways stare before settling back into the booth with a petulant expression on his face.

      “What?” Azure finally asked, eying her fingertips, which were covered in orange dust.

      He crossed his arms and swung his shoulders in the opposite direction. “Nothing,” he sing-songed, trying to make his voice sound affected.

      “Monet Whatever-your-middle-name-is Torrance, what has your panties in a wad?”

      He stared at the far wall as he shook his head adamantly. “It’s nothing.” There were mock tears in his voice.

      “Come now, tell the queen what has you suddenly upset.”

      Monet swung around, his face bright. “Well, since you won’t let it go… I, Monet Bailey Torrance the Second, want to know why I haven’t been offered residence in the House of Enchanted. The gnome and the Light Elf get rooms in the East Wing, but I have to tend to my own fire every night in my tiny and gross cottage like a commoner. And do you want to know who cleans my clothes?”

      Azure blinked at him; the alcohol had made her head lighten. “I’m going to guess that it’s you…” Her voice was unsure.

      “No, fuck that. I’m not a peasant. I pay that crazy witch Rikki to do it. However, why should I have to do that when the House of Enchanted could be taking care of all these things for me? I’m Chief-of-Staff.” Monet pressed his hand to his chest proudly.

      “You want to live at the House of Enchanted?” Azure asked.

      “Technically I want to rule from the House of Enchanted, but I can’t do that until I poison you,” Monet said, waving at her dismissively. “You don’t need to overwhelm your blue head with those details. But yes, for now I want all the perks that go with living in that well-oiled machine of a house.”

      It was true that Monet, in his short time as Chief-of-Staff, had made changes that were already streamlining processes. He had a mind for the job, as Azure had instinctively known. Most thought he was a drunk jerk but that was a part of the ruse. Secretly the wizard strategically processed and catalogued everything he witnessed, which was one reason he had the holistic mind for potion making. Having him around the House of Enchanted full-time could be beneficial, Azure considered.

      “Monet, there’s little privacy at the House of Enchanted. Most of the rooms are haunted. There’s a strange draft in the hallways. And Gran pretty much can charm any lock to open, meaning no one has any privacy.”

      “Sounds fantastic!” Monet rubbed his hands together. “When do I move in? I want the largest room, even if that means you have to move out of your chamber.”

      Azure didn’t say anything, only regarded him with a long cold stare.

      “Hey, you were born into your role. I earned mine. And besides, I’m giving away the best years of my life to serve the people of Virgo.” Monet took another long sip of his beer.

      “Fine, you can move in, but if you piss me off I’ll make your room the maternity ward for all the cats.” Azure leaned forward as she delivered her threat, her nose close to Monet’s.

      He smiled. “It’s because you say shit like that that I know you’ll make a fine queen.”
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      Azure’s stomach howled with such a tenacious force she thought it would tear her in two. She laced up her boots, rising to a standing a position.

      “Okay, little tummy. Sorry I’ve neglected you,” she said to herself. She strode through her new chamber, leaving the double doors to her bedroom open. Perfect, she thought as her eyes landed on the fresh bread and jam lying on a silver tray in the sitting room. She plucked the toast off the tray, her mouth opened wide to bite.

      “Oh, hell no!” a voice called from the entrance to her chamber. The toast flew from her hand and slammed against the far wall. Azure froze and lifted her eyes to find Gran standing in the entryway. The queen mother had her wand pointed at her. She was still wearing her dressing gown. Azure lowered her arm and shook her head at the old witch.

      “Did your crystal ball tell you to intervene because I was just about to obtain nourishment?” Azure asked, staring longingly at the other piece of toast on the tray.

      “Pretty much, and it’s a good thing.” Gran scrambled over, grabbing Azure by the wrist and hauling her to the scrying bowl in the corner. “I was up consulting the phases of the full moons last night, as I’m sure you were too.”

      “You know me so well,” Azure said, a laugh in her voice.

      “Well, it told me to check randomly on a few residents of the Kingdom. You won’t believe what I found.”

      “That every single one of them doesn’t like a batty old witch spying on them when they’re in their pajamas?” Azure asked with mock curiosity.

      “No, but good guess. Check it out for yourself.” The queen mother stirred the liquid in the scrying bowl with her wand, muttering an incantation as she did. An image of Finnegan, the Chief of Husbandry, sat before the hearth of his fireplace. A fairy stood on either side of him.

      “Try again,” Navi commanded.

      Finnegan held up his wand, pointing it at a tea cup. A spark sprang from his wand and wrapped the teacup in light before it transformed into a mouse, which quickly scurried off.

      “That was an improvement. It configured,” Luna said, smiling at the wizard.

      He shook his head. “I was trying to transfigure it into a raccoon.”

      “Oh, then that is a problem,” Navi said, shaking her head.

      “My magic… What’s wrong with it?” Finnegan pulled at his wiry turquoise hair, his eyes distraught.

      “I told you something was wrong with the well water,” Luna sang, her voice teasing.

      “Not now, Luna. He’s upset,” Navi said, snapping at the other fairy.

      Gran stepped back, shaking her head at the bowl. “I scried a dozen witches and wizards around Virgo, and it was all the same.” She turned, her lavender eyes unusually serious.  “I’m afraid that virus Emeri contracted in the Land of Terran has come to Virgo.”

      “But how?” Azure asked, but already knew the answer. Luna had said something about the well. Her eyes widened with alarm. “The water! It’s been infected!”

      Sari nodded. “It would appear so. Right now the effects are minimal, but soon it’ll take over and steal magic from all witches and wizards in Virgo.”

      Azure rushed forward clapping her hands on her Gran’s arms. “Have you drunk any well water?”

      Gran pursed her lips. “Dear Azure, I quit drinking from our well long ago. I only drink my elixirs anymore.”

      “Because that’s not paranoia at its peak.” Azure shook her head. Suddenly she was grateful for the hunger in her stomach and the night of drinking ale with Monet. He’d warned her not to eat at the pub, and she wasn’t infected by the virus because of that advice. “Okay, first we need to stop everyone from using the water source. Then I need to purify our wells.”

      “You’re the only one who can sanitize the water, so leave it to me to stop people in Virgo from drinking from the wells.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Azure asked, catching the sneaky grin on Gran’s face.

      “Easy. Witches and wizards can’t use water if they’re asleep. I’ve been looking for an opportunity to use this new sleeping enchantment I created.” Gran strolled to her grimoire, which was sitting on its stand. The old book was bound in worn leather and the spine was six inches thick. She flipped it open and ran her finger over a spell; apparently it had opened to exactly the page she was looking for.

      “How are you going to put everyone in Virgo to sleep?” Azure asked, stepping forward and peering over her gran’s shoulder.

      The old woman waved her hand, muttering to herself. “Teritorijalni sna.”

      “Gran…” Azure’s voice was cautious. She didn’t doubt that the woman before her could make a few thousand people sleep. Actually, it scared her slightly to think that the old woman had the charm and had been looking for a chance to use it.

      “Yes, Azure?” Gran turned, regarding her like they were discussing meal options. “I created a spell that targets Virgoans, so if there are any witches and wizards outside our borders, they will unfortunately fall asleep too.”

      Azure nodded, backing up as she stared at the strange witch before her. “I’m grateful that you use your powers for good.”

      “Yes, I mostly do,” Sari said, turning back around and reading from her grimoire again.

      “I’m going to ignore that you said that out loud. Now, what if the Virgoans you spelled are sailing a boat, or bathing, or eating soup?” Azure said, horror in her voice.

      Sari laughed, shaking her head of lavender hair. “Don’t be absurd. Virgoans hardly ever bathe.”

      “Okay, well, I guess we’re choosing the lesser of the two evils here. Save a majority, but lose a sailor or two.”

      The queen mother pulled her wand from her robes, flicking it at Azure. Because Gran had spells cast on her since she was a baby, she didn’t flinch. “There you go. The spell won’t affect you. Go on now, fix our water supply.”

      “Right. Is there a spell in your grimoire you want to loan me for such a task?” Azure asked, indicating the book.

      “Oh, there’s nothing in there that will come close to helping you with that nearly impossible task. You, and only you, have an alliance that can help you purify the water.”

      The young queen’s mouth popped open, understanding dawning and causing her eyes to widen. “Oh, that’s right! You think…”

      Gran nodded her head.

      “What if I can’t find them?”

      “Then we’re all screwed,” Gran replied.

      “So, no pressure then.”

      “Oh yes, much weighs on your shoulders, Queen Azure. And be swift. I can only make the Virgoans sleep for an hour.”
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      Azure rode with her head down and her hands tight on the reins. She’d grabbed the first horse she found tied up outside the House of Enchanted. Its previous rider didn’t need the animal, since he was presently lying flat in the grass taking a pleasant nap. As Azure sprinted through the House of Enchanted for the exit she’d watched several witches and wizards drop, overcome by a sudden need to sleep. Gran was a damned crafty witch. She was grateful the queen mother was on her side.

      The palomino slowed as they neared the woods on the northern border. Before the horse even halted, Azure threw her legs to the side and stumbled forward. She didn’t know how to find something that had always found her. Why was it that the unicorns were attracted to her? Their whole connection was a mystery to Azure, but she knew they were the only ones who could help her purify the wells.

      She darted into the trees, not knowing where she was headed. Her foot caught on a root obscured by leaves and ferns, tripping her. Her palms landed in a patch of thorns. “Fuck,” Azure spat, panting. Blood ran down her palm, spotting the sleeves of her robe.

      “Hello?” Azure called to the woods. “Are you out there? I need your help.”

      She was losing it. How desperate had she gotten, that she was calling out to an empty forest for help? She pushed up to a standing position and trudged forward, forcing plants out of her way as she did.

      The humans of Terran, and specifically the Duke, were responsible for this virus. This was the drastic action Emperor Frederick had promised, Azure realized. This was how they were punishing her for not turning her father Richard over to them. She should have been more prepared to defend her people. How many witches and wizards would lose their magic because of this? Would it ever be recoverable? Azure shook her head, trying to clear her mind. Right now she had to focus on a solution to their water pollution.

      She’d already walked deep into the woods, and was now nearing the Dark Forest. There hadn’t been a sign of anything so far. Halting, Azure closed her eyes. She could hike through the entire forest bordering Virgo, but what she needed was for the unicorns to come to her. Pressing her eyes tightly closed, she focused on a single intention. It was full of peace, and so strong it made her smile despite her current circumstances.

      In the distance Azure heard a twig crack, but she kept her eyes closed. Leaves rustled, and still she kept her thoughts centered on peace and love for all in Virgo. These thoughts she fed with an unyielding desire.

      A breeze laced with lilac and moss hit Azure’s nose, making her feel that spring was blossoming. She closed her fingers into her palms, and felt a shiver run down her spine. Faith wasn’t something a witch or wizard from Virgo was encouraged to have. Spells and potions were built on strength and elements. However, in that moment Azure knew that she had to remain frozen and hold true to the idea that what she needed would be found.

      A soft rustling sound swept through the air, and just then Azure felt a presence. She felt like she was at a banquet surrounded by the chatter of happy guests, their body heat making the space cozy.

      She cracked one eye, and then both sprang open. Azure stepped back, not sure that what she was seeing before her was real. Rotating her body, Azure cast her eyes on the circle of unicorns that surrounded her. More than a dozen of them stood in the circle. Their glistening white coats reflected the morning sunlight streaming through the leaves overhead. They weren’t easy to discern from each other since each had the same rainbow mane and tail. Flowers and vines were threaded through their manes, which were plaited into various styles of braids. However, each had eyes of a different color. She peered at the unicorns, who all blinked back as her with strange wisdom in their eyes.

      “You came…” she said, breathless.

      In unison the herd stepped forward, tightening the circle around her.

      “I need… I’m asking for your help,” Azure stuttered, and she twirled again, trying to make eye contact with each of the majestic creatures. “The streams and therefore the wells of Virgo have been infected with a virus that robs us of our magic. I know… Well, I’ve heard rumors that your horns can purify. I was hoping that you’d help us heal our water supply. If you did, I’d be forever grateful.”

      The animals continued to gaze at her, none of them shifting their expressions after her request. Not one unicorn moved. They were like statues, staring at her, measuring each second by her heartbeat.

      “You should know that even before this I would have given you whatever you desire. However, if there’s a special request I can grant now, then I will. The people of Virgo will be forever in your debt, and I, as their queen, am happy to do whatever it is you ask. Please, I just need you to save my people. We can’t survive without water, and we won’t live long without our magic…” Azure’s voice trailed away. What else could she say? The unicorns already seemed to know her, since they could find her whenever she was looking for them.

      A humming grew louder from in front of Azure. Sparks flew up just as a tiny blonde-headed pixie popped out of a unicorn’s mane.

      “Buzz Buzz!” Azure exclaimed, strangely happy to see her.

      She flew forward and circled Azure’s head, her blue wings working double-time. The little pixie muttered faster than ever as she soared briefly and landed on Azure’s shoulder.

      “I’m guessing you’ve been all right,” Azure said.

      The pixie took off again and flew in front of Azure, hovering in the air. She nodded and pointed to the unicorns around them and nodded again. She made motions with her hands as if she were forming a small ball. She swung her arms back and forth like rocking a baby and then threw the imaginary bundle back at the herd, turning to Azure and nodding profusely—like any of that made sense.

      “So they are going to help me?” Azure asked, her voice uncertain.

      Buzz Buzz nodded adamantly.

      A long exhale brought Azure’s shoulders down. “Thank Merlin!”

      The unicorns unfroze and parted in front of her, moving to the side. Behind them Azure noticed something small curled up in a patch of green plants. She squinted, taking a step forward to make out what it was. The object stirred and lifted its head. A tiny unicorn foal stared back at her, its bright blue eyes regarding her with a deep knowing.

      “Oh, wow!” Azure exclaimed.

      Buzz Buzz flew in front of her, pointing at the small unicorn and then at Azure.

      “Wait… Me? They want me…” Azure stuttered on the words, not sure this was computing or ever could. “They want me to care for this young unicorn?”

      Buzz Buzz nodded her head, her eyes wide and a smile covering her face.

      “But why? I mean, I’m grateful, but why are they trusting one of theirs to me?” Azure asked. This didn’t make any sense.

      Buzz Buzz simply shrugged and flew toward the herd, disappearing into a unicorn’s mane.

      Azure stared at the unicorns, who were all waiting for her answer. “Ummm… I’m thrilled you’re going to help me. And if you want me to watch over this baby unicorn in return, then I’m happy to—”

      A cloud of dust cut Azure off, and she threw her arm across her face to protect her eyes. The unicorns had turned in unison and thundered in the opposite direction, not even waiting for her to finish her sentence. Hopefully they would all spread out and dip their magical horns into the streams and wells, purifying Virgo’s water source. Azure trusted the unicorns. And if they wanted her to care for the young colt before her, then that’s what she’d do.

      The unicorn rocked forward and then backward, making his way to his legs. Once on his hooves, he stared up at Azure with an affectionate expression.

      “Hey, little one. I have been given the honor of caring for you,” Azure said, kneeling and staring at the unicorn.

      The foal raised its head, nestling its cool nose against Azure’s and licking it sweetly.

      She giggled when she pulled away. The unicorn stared at her with his large blue eyes. They would disarm the most hardened warrior.

      He seemed to smile at her, then he opened his mouth and a loud burp ripped from him. “Thank you, Queen Azure,” the unicorn said, speaking in a way Azure had never witnessed or heard of a unicorn doing, “but I do believe you haven’t been given an honor by caring for me. Rather, according to my herd, you’ve been given a burden.”
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      Monet tapped his fingers against his mouth before pointing at the tiny unicorn, a curious look on his face. “Don’t look now, Azure, but I do believe you’re being followed.”

      Azure halted in the cabinet room and blew out a breath. The warmth of the fire and the moment of silence were more than welcome. “I’m fully aware. I did tell him to wait outside the House of Enchanted, but he wouldn’t have it.”

      Gillian slid off his seat and trundled over to where Azure stood at the front of the room, an expression of bewilderment covering his face. “You. Have. A. Unicorn,” he said, his words abbreviated.

      “So it would appear,” Azure replied, throwing herself into the nearest seat. Exhaustion had taken over her brain.

      “And the water source?” Gran asked, standing and staring down at the two-foot-tall unicorn.

      “It’s back to normal. However, we need to strengthen security measures at the border. We can’t have that happening again.” Azure turned to Monet. “You didn’t drink any water recently, did you?”

      He scoffed at her, his eyelids heavy. “You know I don’t drink that crap—only liquid that gives me a buzz. Gillian and I share that preference.”

      Azure was suddenly grateful that the people in her cabinet were a bunch of drunks. And Ever was away retrieving Richard, which meant he was safe.

      “You. Have. A. Unicorn,” Gillian stated again, his voice full of awe.

      “Yes, it was a part of the agreement I made with the unicorns. They would purify our water and I would care for this little one,” Azure said. She sank down in her seat, covering her face with her arm to block the light in the room. This moment of peace wasn’t going to last for long. That damn unicorn was simply biding his time, enjoying the attention he was getting from the gnome and the queen mother, who were both hovering over him.

      “This is unheard of. Never have the unicorns—” Gillian cut himself off, pulling a pad and pencil from his suit pocket. He scribbled away as the unicorn in front of him stared at him with soft eyes.

      “You’ve been given a unicorn to care for?” Gran asked, extending a hand to the little foal.

      “Yes, I have,” Azure said, dismissing this at once, “but right now we need to focus on finding out who has been infected by this virus. I’m sure it’s a sizable population. We need to craft a speech—something that will put the people’s fears at ease and lets them know we are working on finding a solution. The infected will start to lose their magic soon, which means we need to turn our attention to finding a cure. But I also need to stop Emperor Frederick and the Duke of Terran. They’ll just keep trying.”

      “You. Have. A. Unicorn,” Gillian repeated, his voice dripping with disbelief.

      “Yes, Gillian. But I need to focus on my people. They’ve been infected, and need our help,” Azure muttered, thinking she’d pass out right then. She would need to rest before she set off for the mountains.

      “Azure is always bringing home strange pets. Unicorns, pixies…gnomes,” Monet said, not at all looking impressed by the presence of the rainbow-haired unicorn.

      Gran pulled back her hand when the unicorn touched it with his nose. “He touched me,” she exclaimed, turning to Gillian with wide eyes.

      “He has a name,” Azure said dryly.

      “What? How do you know?” Gillian asked, shocked. “Queen Azure, do you speak Unicorn?”

      She shook her head, feeling the beat of a drum starting in her temples.

      “No, but I speak your language,” the tiny unicorn stated plainly, his voice high-pitched like the sound of a chair scraping against the floor.

      Gran started and stepped backward. Gillian clapped his stubby hands to his mouth. Monet simply yawned loudly.

      “Yep, I totally guessed that was going to happen,” the young wizard said.

      “Wait… Did he just speak?” Gillian leaned forward, staring intently at the unicorn, who seemed to enjoy the attention.

      “I assure you he did,” Azure said, pulling her arm off her face and staring bleary-eyed at the scene before her. “Gillian, Queen Mother, Monet, will you please all welcome Blisters to the House of Enchanted? He will apparently be a resident now, since he says the stables are for horses.”

      Gillian let out a gasp. “Of course stables are beneath this incredible animal. I’m appalled on his behalf that you even suggested it.”

      “Yes, I suggested it. The House of Enchanted wasn’t constructed for a unicorn to take up residence in it. Even though he is small, we’re not used to hooves on our floors,” Azure said, turning her gaze on the unicorn. He batted his long eyelashes at her, trying to earn his way back into her graces.

      “I’m sure that measures can be put into place,” Gillian replied. “A unicorn seeking residence with someone outside of their species… This must be a first. What a wonderful honor!”

      “You have no fucking idea.” Azure pressed her elbows down on the table and cradled her head in her hands.

      Gillian knelt. “Blisters, it is my pleasure to make your acquaintance. We will ensure you’re comfortable in the House of Enchanted.”

      Gran smiled, bowing to the unicorn. “I’m also extremely grateful you’re going to live in our humble home. Welcome.”

      There was a small silence where Azure smiled to herself. These two had no clue. Soon, though, they’d get it.

      Blisters stared up at the gnome and the witch, blinking his adorable blue eyes. Then he opened his mouth, and their peace was forever assaulted. “Thanks!” the unicorn squeaked. “Man, it’s great to be here. I hate the woods. There are leaves and bugs in the woods. We have to sleep on the ground. The herd seems to like it, but they don’t know what they’re missing. I’m looking forward to sleeping on a down-filled mattress. Oh! And can I have my own bathroom? I love the idea of taking baths. Oh! And having manicures. And cuddling with elves. I’d like to have a cat, too. When is my first fitting? I want robes in periwinkle blue to match my eyes. And…let me see, I made a list of things I’d get once I was at the House of Enchanted.” The unicorn turned in a circle, his nose following his tail like that was where he left the list.

      “Queen Azure?” Gillian said with a question in his voice.

      “Yeah,” she groaned.

      “This unicorn…”

      “Blisters,” she corrected.

      “Yes, Blisters. He’s different, isn’t he?” Gillian asked.

      “From what I can tell, he’s fully grown, obsessed with witches, and causes havoc wherever he goes,” Azure said, remembering that the bottom half of her robes was drenched from falling into a mud pit.

      A laugh, clear and loud, rang from Monet’s mouth. “Oh yes, I was waiting for this one. Azure has adopted a special needs unicorn.”

      “Hey, don’t call Blisters that,” Azure scolded. “He’s not special needs. He’s just special.”

      The unicorn, who didn’t seem to mind Monet’s jab, curled up by the fire, warming himself after the long and eventful morning. The little guy had talked the entire fucking time they traveled back to the House of Enchanted. He was sweet enough, but left a little to be desired. And apparently he’d been given the name ‘Blisters’ because that’s what his incessant voice did to the unicorns’ ears.

      “He has the magic of the unicorns, though?” Gran asked.

      “Yes, as far as I can tell,” Azure said, lifting her head to regard the peaceful unicorn, who was already snoring like a Labrador taking a nap.

      “Well, our water sources are healed, and we also have a new source of magic. I would count this as a win,” Gran said.

      “Yes, but he’s going to be quite the drain on the House of Enchanted, not to mention that he’s incredibly annoying and accident-prone,” Azure whispered to the queen mother.

      “We dealt with this when Monet was born, and we can do it again,” she said with a smile.

      “How dare you compare me to a reject unicorn?” Monet scoffed.

      “I think the comparison was actually quite kind to you,” Gillian said, and turned his attention to Azure. “I think it’s time that we craft a statement to the people of Virgo. This is going to be a difficult time for them, and they need to know what’s going on. But we can use Blisters to soften the blow. Any kingdom that has a unicorn at its disposal will appear more powerful.”

      Azure had known that asking Gillian to be on her cabinet would be a good idea. “Yes, I think you’re on to something,” she said, winking at the gnome.
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      Gillian was right. The unicorn had been the key. Azure had stood on the stage and told her people about the water source, the virus, and their fate. The grave faces that had stared back at her sought to steal her peace. However, when she called for Blisters and the runt unicorn trotted onto the stage, the Virgoans forgot their problems.

      Witches jumped in the air and wizards shouted louder than she’d heard them do in a long time. The crowd dispersed, the excited voices discussing a celebration to welcome the unicorn to the realm. They had other things to celebrate as well, like the fact that the other unicorns had purified the water sources, so they’d largely avoided a colossal attack from the Land of Terran. Yes, many had drunk the water or consumed herbs or food from the farm, but the magic loss would take time, according to Emeri.

      Azure ordered that all the crops irrigated with the infected water be destroyed. It would set the people of Virgo back, but it was for the best. The fairies had agreed and decided to work through the night to prepare the farms for new seeds.

      “It’s going to work out,” Emeri said, taking the place beside her daughter.

      “I know. It just feels like a huge setback, and directly after my coronation,” Azure said, watching as a group of witches knelt by Blisters and took turns petting his soft mane. Unicorns weren’t known to be whores for attention, but Blisters didn’t seem to follow the protocol of most unicorns. Actually, he broke every single rule regarding the majestic creatures.

      Finswick stared at the display, his expression calculating. Azure reached down and patted the feline on the head. “Don’t worry. He’s not replacing you.”

      Her familiar turned his gaze up to meet her. “I’d hope not. I’ve never made the request to have my own wing,” Finswick said.

      “We didn’t give it to him,” Azure replied.

      “No, but you gave him the oversized suite usually reserved for the Silver Griffins when they visit Virgo. What will you tell them when they come?” Finswick asked, his black and white tail flicking with anger.

      “I’ll tell them that they have the honor of rooming with a chatty unicorn. They’ll be delighted,” Azure replied, knowing this problem with Blisters was far from over. Those damn unicorns had known what they were doing when they bargained. They had dumped Blisters on her, and the trail of issues he brought with him went on for miles.
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        * * *

      

      “What will you do now?” Emeri asked, her back straight as she stared at the gathering crowd. Witches and wizards were a naturally happy species, and had chosen to celebrate a victory tonight rather than a loss. That’s why Carlsbad was handing out ears of his roasted corn for free. A sweet witch named Kissmore was offering small cups of her spun sugar. And a traveling band of musicians were warming up, ready to entertain the gathered Virgoans with ballads.

      Azure turned and regarded the House of Enchanted in the distance. She should be in there right now, reviewing strategies for how to cure this virus. She should be meeting with the alchemists. Exploring every solution. Instead, she turned back to her mother, who also needed to be saved from this virus. “Tomorrow I’m going to direct my resources to find a cure for the virus. I myself am going to venture into the mountains to locate the Book of Branches. Once I find it, I’ll seek out the rogue dryads. They’ll help us to stop the humans in the Land of Terran. Starting tomorrow, I’m not going to stop until I cure and protect my people.”

      “And tonight?” Emeri asked, a smile in her voice.

      “Tonight I’m going to celebrate with the rest of Virgo. If this is what they want, then this is what they’ll get,” Azure said, turning to Monet and cueing him.

      From only a few feet away, he waved his wand at a cylinder stationed next to him. Something shot out of the cylinder, hardly making a noise. The next moment and the skies over Virgo were alight with bright green and red fireworks. They popped overhead and rained down toward the upturned faces.

      “Oohs and ahs” rang out from the crowd, filling Azure with hope. This was right. Battles couldn’t be fought continuously. They needed celebrations in between, she thought.

      Azure lifted her chin just as another firework graced the purple skies, lighting up the faces all around. Most were stationed on blankets or had conjured chairs where they could sit to enjoy the music and light entertainment.

      Azure and Emeri remained standing, which is why the young queen noticed a bobbing figure moving through the crowd.

      “Coming through. Move to the side,” Gran’s voice rang over the violin music softly playing.

      “What is that old witch up to?” Azure asked, her mouth only partly open for the words she said to her mother.

      “Oh, fuck!” Emeri’s eyes grew wide.

      “What is it, Mother?” Azure asked, squinting through the darkness. “Is everything okay?”

      “No, it isn’t,” Emeri said, pressing down the skirt of her dress, which was printed with large red roses.

      Azure didn’t know what had disturbed her mother, but just then she noticed a figure charging ahead of Sari. Her heart flooded with relief. Maybe there was more to celebrate tonight. She bounded forward, running as fast as her long blue robes would allow her. “Ever!” she cried, smiling. “You made it back!”

      The Light Elf smiled back at her. His jet-black hair was especially chaotic tonight, probably from his assorted adventures in the Dark Forest. She met him on a clear patch of grass and threw her arms around his neck. Maybe it was the recent infection, but for whatever reason she was especially grateful that one of her cabinet members had returned safely.

      “You haven’t left for the mountains yet?” Ever asked, pulling back from her with relief in his bright blue eyes.

      She shook her head, stepping back. “No, we leave tomorrow. There was an interruption.”

      Ever’s eyes trailed to something just over Azure’s shoulders, his face going slack. “Does the interruption involve the most adorable unicorn to ever exist?”

      Azure laughed, turning to find Blisters at her back. He’d apparently followed her—she was guessing that she should get used to that. “Yes, it kind of does involve this unicorn. Ever, please meet Blisters. He’s decided to take the room next to yours in the House of Enchanted. I daresay he might keep you up from time to time.”

      Ever knelt on one knee, bowing his head. “O Majestic Foal, it is quite an honor to make your acquaintances. I’ve always hoped to meet a unicorn—”

      “Hello, Ever!” Blister squeaked. “I’m not a foal. I’m considered middle-aged by unicorn standards. And since we’re pretty much roommates, I trust that you’ll help me to reach things that are stored too high. I’ll be especially excited to be fitted with a wand. I wonder when Mage Lenore will be dropping it off? And I’ve heard that there’s a wizarding game called ‘Elements.’ We shall play it every night before bed. At least seven times. And—”

      Azure stepped in front of the unicorn, her face a bright shade of red. “And so now you’ve met the newest resident of the House of Enchanted.”

      Behind her, Blisters could be still heard babbling, although a group of witches were trying to lure him back in their direction.

      Ever stifled a laugh. “You’ve been busy while I was gone?”

      “Yes, but we’ll discuss that later. I want to know about you. Were you successful?” Azure asked.

      Ever nodded, staring around. “I’m not sure where he got off to, but yes—”

      A slap, loud and clear, rang from only a few feet in front of them. “You fucking coward. Would it really have killed you to stand up to that bastard?”

      Azure spun to find her mother standing squarely in front of her father, her hand high in the air. Richard’s face was turned to the side, his palm clapped to his jaw.

      “She didn’t…” Azure said.

      “I do believe that she did,” Ever said, bolting forward to place a wedge between Richard and Emeri.

      Curious witches and wizards turned their attention to the pair, their greedy eyes interested in the drama ensuing between the two.

      Azure, who had never known her father, found it surreal to see him standing before her mother. He looked healthy enough, although his clothes were threadbare. His brown hair was disheveled, but he wore a slight smile.

      “Emeri, you haven’t changed a single bit. You are still as fiery as I remember. I’ve wished to say that to you for so long, but I couldn’t without attracting unwanted attention from the council,” Richard said, his eyes twinkling. This guy had a fucking death wish, Azure realized, watching as her mother pulled her hand back farther, her eyes vibrating with fury.

      Azure bolted forward, carefully pushing her mother back. “No violence,” she whispered.

      “But he—” Emeri started, pointing a finger at the man before her.

      “Doesn’t matter. I need the people of Virgo to accept him, because he currently isn’t safe outside our borders,” Azure said in a hushed voice, helping her mother through the crowd.

      “Azure, I wish you would have told me you were bringing him here.”

      “I wish I’d had a chance, but things have been happening too fast.”

      Emeri turned her eyes to Richard, who was now behind them. Ever would cart him off and take care of him. She shook her head before returning her gaze to her daughter. “It’s just been so long. And after everything that’s happened…”

      “I know. There are many bridges that need to be built, but Richard isn’t our enemy. Actually, he might be in a position to help us attack Terran and protect our people.” Azure gripped her mother’s hands, looking deep into her eyes. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but I need you to help me with this situation, not make it worse. Please try to accept Richard, because if you do, then the people of Virgo will. It will be a great milestone if our people accept a man from the land that recently poisoned them.”

      “Not just a man, but the previous emperor of that land,” Emeri said.

      “Exactly. Because they know I’m half his. I need them to trust him because he represents part of my leadership.”

      Emeri nodded, fondness taking over her expression. “You are so wise, my dear daughter. And yes, of course. I’ll do whatever you need to keep the peace in Virgo.”
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      Blister nudged the chair out from the table where the cabinet members sat discussing matters of the realm. All eyes watched as the runt unicorn rammed his head into the side of the chair, tangling its legs with those of another chair. A loud screeching noise echoed from the chair every time another attempt was made. Azure knew they should be strategizing, but strangely she couldn’t tear her eyes from this scene.

      The unicorn grunted victoriously when the chair finally slid back from the table. He rocked back on his hind legs and pressed his hooves onto the seat. With pure determination in his bright blue eyes he jumped up on the chair, but the force caused it to rock back and land with a crash on the floor.

      “I’m okay. I’m okay,” Blistered cried, scrambling to a stand.

      “Wow, it’s like a car wreck. You don’t want to watch, but you can’t look away,” Ever said, shaking his head.

      Undeterred, Blisters slid his horn behind the back of the chair, trying to lift it upright.

      “Yes, Azure is awarded with the most majestic creature on Oriceran and he just happens to be a special needs unicorn.” Monet stared unblinking as Blisters wrestled with the chair.

      “He just wants to be like us, sitting in a chair.” Gillian’s voice was sympathetic, although he flinched with annoyance when the unicorn fumbled, dropping the chair to the floor yet again.

      “Yeah, like that’s totally not weird,” Monet said and leaned forward, his voice low. “No wonder the herd got rid of him. Now he’s our problem.”

      “He’ll be fine. He’s just excited about his new life with us,” Azure offered, finally pulling her eyes away from the commotion. Her eyes briefly connected with Richard’s. She’d asked him to sit in on the meeting and consider taking a formal position as one of the members. She didn’t trust him yet, but her instinct told her that the more diversity she had on the cabinet, the better. “Anyway, down to business. Approximately half our clan has been infected with the virus. Some have started to lose magic already. It’s unclear how fast-acting the virus is. We need to find a cure, but currently the alchemists are stumped. And without Charmsgood, I fear there will be no breakthroughs.”

      “Are you still planning on searching for the Book of Branches?” Gran asked.

      “Yes. Although a cure is my first goal, I think we need to also be working on defensive measures,” Azure said, nodding.

      “I think that would be smart. The virus, according to Emeri, took a few weeks to completely rob her of her magic. That gives us some time, which you’re going to need.” Gran still had her gaze on the unicorn as she spoke. He now had his teeth around one of the legs of the chair and was rocking it back to a standing position.

      “You have to give him credit. He’s tenacious,” Ever commented, also intently watching Blisters.

      Azure snapped at her cabinet members. “Focus, people!”

      “Right,” Gran sputtered, tearing her attention away. “Honestly, I’ve been searching for a cure for this virus since Emeri contracted it. I’m not hopeful that anyone inside Virgo has the solution.”

      Turning her head to the side, Azure regarded the queen mother with a discerning stare. “That insinuates that there’s someone outside Virgo who has the answer.”

      “Oh good, you’re paying attention. That’s more than I can say for most in this room,” Gran said, flicking her hand in Monet’s and Gillian’s direction. Richard’s nervous eyes were trained on Azure; he was giving her almost too much quiet attention.

      Blisters stood just in front of the now-righted chair, heaving ragged breaths. He was about to make his second attempt to sit it.

      “Sorry, Queen Azure. I’ve been listening to every word.” Gillian turned, putting his back to the unicorn and staring at Sari. “Where outside Virgo do you think we should look for a cure?”

      “Well, since you’re already heading to the mountains, I would say you should pay Mage Lenore a visit,” Gran said casually.

      A loud laugh spluttered from Monet’s mouth. He slid back from the table and doubled over, slapping his knee. “Oh, that’s a good one. Next we’re going to change the rotation of Oriceran, and then we’ll lasso a star and completely relocate this planet to a new galaxy.”

      Gran narrowed her lavender eyes at the laughing wizard. “Just because no one living has ever seen Mage Lenore, that doesn’t mean that making her acquaintance is impossible.”

      “Right.” Monet’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “It’s settled, then. We’ll just hike up to the top of the Mountain of Truth, knock on the oldest witch in history’s door, and ask her to help us out with our problem. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Because you’re a moron,” Sari said before turning her attention back to Azure. “I think Mage Lenore is the only one who will know the cure to this virus. Your only other solution is to find the rogue dryads and have them intimidate the humans of Terran into giving you the cure.”

      “Richard? Can you offer anything on this subject?” Azure asked, her tone clipped.

      He shook his head. “The virus, as you know, was created and unleashed without my knowledge. I’ll let you know if something comes to mind, though.”

      “Just because the virus came from Terran doesn’t mean the humans have the cure,” Gillian offered.

      “Exactly. Which is why I vote that you track down Mage Lenore,” Gran said.

      “But no one has ever been able to find her.” Defeat had slipped into Azure’s voice.

      “Most haven’t tried. Mage Lenore asked long ago not to be found. She delivers our Howling Willow wands in exchange for privacy on the Mountain of Truth,” Gran explained.

      “What if I break that agreement by searching her out?” Azure asked.

      “I’d much rather the witches and wizards of Virgo not have wands than lose their magic,” Gran said, her eyes skirting to Blisters. He was inching the chair into place from the floor, trying to situate it close to the table.

      “Yes, that makes sense.” Azure’s wand had been delivered decades ago, just before her magic started. That wand now rested on the table in front of her. It was an extension of her, but she would rather have her magic than the wand.

      “So, Queen Mother, you must have some idea of how we can find Mage Lenore,” Ever said.

      “Of course I do.” Gran reached into her robe and withdrew a purple amethyst crystal ball. “This once belonged to Mage Lenore. If my suspicions are correct, which they undoubtedly are, then the crystal ball will assist you in finding her.”

      “Will we see visions of where to go, or will it light up when we’re close?” Azure asked.

      Gran shrugged. “I actually have no idea, but I’ll be curious to know when, or rather, if you return.”

      “You are one morbid old witch,” Monet said, shaking his head at her.

      “Well, the mountains are dangerous—you all know that. And the Mountain of Truth isn’t a place many return from.” Gran handed the crystal ball to Azure, who eyed the mist swirling inside it.

      “Okay, so it’s settled. We’ll set off at first light tomorrow morning for the Mountain of Truth and, contingent upon our survival, we’ll search for the Book of Branches,” Azure said, rising to a standing position while cradling the crystal ball with both hands. She stared down at her father. She didn’t know how to feel about him yet. As his daughter she wanted to push him away, but as the queen of Virgo she knew keeping him close would be wise. She hoped that he would be able to offer insights, due to his expertise, that otherwise she would not have access to.

      “Sounds like I need to go stock up. I’m off to the Dark Market,” Monet said, stretching up into a standing position.

      The rest of the cabinet members pushed up or away from the table, all exchanging cautious stares before turning their attention on the unicorn. Blisters, with slow grace, jumped from the floor and landed on the chair. He looked around the table, a victorious smile on his face. “I’m ready for the meeting,” the little unicorn said with his bright eyes shining.

      “And this meeting is adjourned.” Monet laughed, swinging the door to the room open.
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      Azure held the fidget spinner between her fingers. It was a useless item, but strangely she’d found herself addicted to playing with it. Rotating the spinner on her fingers was somehow calming. Humans created the strangest things, like this one. They also created wonderful things, like frozen yogurt.

      “Who’s ready for this impossible mission?” Monet asked, stepping out onto the porch. Azure sat on the first step.

      “You know you don’t have to go,” she said, and instantly regretted it. What if Monet bailed on her now? He was the only one who could keep her morale up if things got bleak. Azure rose to a standing position, hefting her bag onto her shoulders.

      “What? Not go and miss the opportunity to insult Mage Lenore? Come now.” Monet met Azure on the step. His mint-green hair was mashed to one side of his head, like he hadn’t bothered to comb it. “Besides, with all this adventure business, I’m turning into an adrenalin junky.”

      “Yeah, I feel you,” Azure said, staring out over the green hills. She loved this kingdom, but she also loved the idea of ruling by doing something rather than sitting on a throne. Maybe that feeling would wear off when she got her hand bitten off by a dragon.

      “Where are the freaks?” Monet asked, staring around.

      “If you mean Ever and Gillian, they are meeting us at the border. I sent them to instruct the Orcs. We need to ensure that our water supply isn’t tampered with again.”

      “You just love bossing people around now, don’t you, Queen Pain-in-the-Ass?”

      “Don’t let Gillian hear you calling me names. He’ll, I don’t know, scold you severely or punish you with cold stares.” At their backs, Azure heard the not-so-graceful sounds of Blisters thundering across the porch. She spun and darted out of the way just as the unicorn bounded off the porch. Once in the grass he ran in a circle, chasing his tail and nearly nipping it.

      “Wow, his stupidity knows no bounds,” Monet said, watching with awe in his eyes.

      Azure peered down to find Finswick beside her. “You must already know I’m going to tell you that you can’t accompany me on this mission, right?”

      “Yes, it’s our thing. I go above and beyond to serve you as I have my entire life, and you leave me behind at every turn,” the feline said, his eyes also watching Blisters, who was still chasing his tail.

      “Well, what you may not know is that this time I’m going to put you in charge of Blisters,” Azure said, her face scrunching up with tension.

      Finswick meowed, a growl low in his throat.

      “I figured you’d feel that way about the task,” Azure said, offering her familiar a nervous smile.

      “Why don’t you take him with you? Maybe he’ll be eaten by a swarm of trevor beetles or drown in a puddle.”

      “We could only hope for such a blessing.” Monet laughed when Blisters stumbled forward, dizzy from circling.

      “You know I can’t take him on this expedition. He’d…” Azure’s voice trailed off, thinking of all of the horrible accidents the bad-luck unicorn would bring upon them on the Mountain of Truth.

      “He’d get us killed ten ways to Tuesday,” Monet said.

      Azure knelt and scratched Finswick behind the ears. “I trust that you’ll keep Blisters mostly out of trouble. Try to keep him here at the House of Enchanted. I fear there are a few witches around Virgo who would pluck every hair from his body, squeeze tears from his eyes, or saw off his horn to create an immortality potion.”

      Monet looked at Finswick. “Which means, keep the queen mother away from the unicorn.”

      “Oh, shush it,” Azure said, standing upright. “Gran probably created that potion long ago. That witch is going to outlive us all.”

      “Good, because I’m going to come back and haunt her. Just imagine the look on her face when I swap the labels on her hair growth and night cream potions. She’ll be sporting a beard to rival Finnegan’s.” Monet chuckled at the thought.

      Azure approached Blisters, who was walking around like a drunk, similar to how Monet would act. “Blisters, I’ve got to be off, but you’re in good hands. Finswick will keep you company.”

      “Finny!” the unicorn yelled, his tongue hanging out of his mouth like a golden retriever’s. “We’re going to be the best of pals. You can read me books and make me a cake and let me lick the bowl, and we’ll play board games all night.”

      “Right after I kill myself,” Finswick said, his tail flying into the air as he turned and strolled for the house.

      “He’ll warm up to you,” Azure said to Blisters, leaning over and petting his rainbow mane.

      “Thank you for taking me in, Queen Azure. I know you probably don’t notice this, but I’m a bit different than other unicorns. But you treat me real nice. My herd didn’t want me, but you do.”

      “Different? I hadn’t noticed,” Azure said, suppressing a grin. “And you’re welcome. This is your forever home. We will never turn you away.”

      “Come on, Queen Fibber. It’s time to go,” Monet said, tugging Azure forward toward the border.
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      “We’re off to see the mage, the wonderful mage of MOT,” Monet sang as they neared the forest.

      “Mot?” Azure asked.

      “Mountain of Truth. The song didn’t work with that long-ass name, so I shortened it.”

      “Song?” Azure asked again, not sure if she wanted to know.

      “Yeah, I’ve been watching these things called movies in Ever’s room. He’s got this setup…” Monet’s voice became cautious. “Never mind. The less you know, the better.”

      “Oh great, my cabinet members are going to get me in a load of trouble with the Silver Griffins. What are these movie things you’re watching?”

      “They’re so cool. They’re stories. Like the one that song is from is about this wizard from a place called Oz, but he doesn’t have any actual magic. Sorry for the spoiler. Anyway, there’s this one character who reminds me of you. She’s from the west and has green skin,” Monet said with a sneaky grin.

      “Mmm. She sounds like an Orc,” Azure mused. Ever had obviously smuggled some electronics into Virgo and was bewitching them using either his human or elf magic.

      “Oh, no, she’s definitely a witch. And she’s after a human named Dorothy.” Monet’s face was flushing pink, his voice about to overflow with laughter.

      “Yeah, that reminds me of my battle against the Duke of Terran. I hope that witch from the west wins,” Azure said.

      “Oh, she brings down the house.” Monet pointed ahead to where a few Orcs stood at the border. “Speaking of our green-skinned friends. Smells as though they rejected my care package of soaps and Squeaky-Clean potions.”

      Azure ignored Monet and nodded to the chief of the Orcs. The bald giant grunted in reply, knocking his fist to his chest. Drago, whose knife Azure had brought with her, almost seemed to smile at the queen.

      “Ever and Gillian? Have they been by here?” Azure asked, at first worried that something had happened to them.

      “They await you just up ahead,” the chief said, throwing a long finger in the direction of the forest. “We’ve received our orders and will comply.”

      “Thank you,” Azure said, nodding. “And as a show of my appreciation for your help and because I value your input, I’d like to offer you a seat on my cabinet, Chief.”

      “Oh, dude, we’ll never—”

      “Shut it, Monet,” Azure said, cutting him off. She watched the chief, gauging his reaction.

      “That is a noble gesture, but not necessary. Orcs do not engage in such meetings. We will help you now, but do not want a long-term alliance. It is better for us if we work alone,” the chief said.

      Azure nodded. “Well, the invitation is always there if you change your mind.”

      “We will not,” the chief said, turning to Drago. “Provide coverage for the queen until she’s safe in the mountains.” He spun back to face Azure. “There you’ll be past the harpies, but other dangers await you in the mountains that we cannot guard you from.”

      “Love the ominous talk. Really gets me going,” Monet said.

      “I understand, Chief. And the protection is much appreciated. Thank you, Drago,” Azure said, bowing her head to the Orc beside the chief.

      He nodded, shouldering a bow and a bundle of arrows. “My payment to you, Queen Azure, will be high, for I owe you my life.” The Orc turned to the closest tree, mounting it and climbing the trunk with a strange grace.

      “Drago will guard and protect your group from up high,” the chief said.

      “Thank you.” Azure smiled before heading for the mountain.

      They hadn’t hiked far into the scattered trees before Monet let out a long sigh. “A place on your cabinet? Are you insane? We’d never get that smell out of the House of Enchanted.”

      “I knew the chief wasn’t going to accept. It’s not their way. However, the gesture has been made and will be remembered,” Azure said.

      Monet lifted an eyebrow, looking at Azure. “You are a crafty little queen, aren’t you?”

      “I’m working on your demise as we speak, should you ever cross me.”

      “I have no doubt you are telling the truth.” Monet laughed, just as Ever and Gillian came into view. They stood by a small stream on the border of Virgo, the same creek the humans of Terran had poisoned with the virus.

      “Is everything in order, Queen Azure?” Gillian asked, wearing his usual brown suit. Whereas Ever had a pack like hers and Monet had filled his robes with supplies this time, the gnome carried nothing extra. However, she’d observed that he often pulled things from his pockets he shouldn’t have the room for. Gnomes were a strange and wonderful species.

      “Yes, all preparations have been made for our absence,” she said, stepping around them on the path and taking the lead. The hike to the Mountain of Truth would take most of the day, so making quick progress up through the hills was crucial.

      “Shouldn’t the little guy take the lead since he’s one of the hill people?” Monet asked from the back of the group.

      “Gillian and I went over the route last night while you were getting drunk on the expensive wine the House of Enchanted reserves for visits from council members.” Azure grabbed her hair and twisted it up on top of her head, sliding her wand through the center of the tangle.

      “Another problem I’ve spotted in how the House of Enchanted operates,” Monet observed. “Expensive wine should be reserved for cabinet members.”

      “Oh good, you’re putting together a list of problems,” Azure said.

      “Yes. Like for instance, the kitchen serves vegetables with every meal. And bowls of fruit can be found in every room. I’m going to eradicate these wasteful practices. Instead, shots will be served with every meal except breakfast, where we’ll sip champagne like civilized folk. And instead of bowls of fruit, scantily-clad witches will be draped across the furniture in every room,” Monet explained.

      “Great. So we’ll all be sloshed by lunch and there will be a gaggle of little Monets running around in no time,” Azure said, growing breathless. The terrain had quickly turned steep, and the dirt was now mixed with large rocks.

      “Don’t be absurd. I take a potion regularly to ensure my lineage dies with me,” Monet said.

      “I don’t see why you go to the trouble. It’s not like there are any witches in Virgo who will put their hands on you,” Azure retorted, earning a small chuckle from Gillian.

      “Don’t act all jealous, Queeny. One day I’ll make an honest woman of you so I can take the throne. But do note that I’ll still invite other witches into the marital bed,” Monet said.

      “And with only a few words, you’ve ruined my appetite for the rest of my life.” Azure made a gagging sound.

      “Mine too,” Gillian said, easily keeping pace with the group.

      The trail coiled through a valley which offered breathtaking views of the mountain lake just below it. Cobalt waters sat as placidly as if iced over. Azure pulled in a breath of the mountain air, enjoying how it tasted of spring.

      “I haven’t seen one of those in quite some time,” Gillian remarked, pointing to the lake below.

      Azure squinted as she hiked, trying to make out what he meant. The lake was surrounded by green hills, but nothing else. Along the closest shore were a few round boulders, which had probably fallen from the rocky mountain where they stood.

      “A large body of water?” Monet asked. “Man, runt, you’ve got to get out more often.”

      Gillian shook his head. “No, I meant the sea dinosaurs. The largest known herd can be found in these lakes.”

      Monet slid his chin to the side, giving the gnome an expression that said, “You’re fucking mad.”

      “Hey, if the leprechaun gets to be on hallucinogens, then I’m getting drunk. I brought a bottle of Finnegan’s cauldron whiskey,” Monet said.

      “No one is getting smashed just yet.” Azure paused, staring at the lake. “What am I missing, Gillian?”

      Ever pointed at the lake, his finger just in front of Azure’s face. “He’s referring to those rocks in the water.”

      “Yes, and the mountains are just hunched-over sleeping giants.” Monet shook his head.

      “Actually, a time or two when I was hiking I discovered that I was standing on a goliath’s back. Imagine my surprise when he stood and I slid down his leg. Talk about scrambling away from being squashed!” Ever said, as if remembering a somewhat fond memory.

      “I’ve been through these mountains dozens of time. Those rocks have always been there.” Monet threw his thumb in the direction of the boulders.

      “In that same formation?” Gillian asked, as if testing Monet.

      “Well, I’d have to consult the watercolor that I painted while staring at this lake, but yeah, more or less. It’s always looked like this,” the wizard said.

      Gillian lifted his hand to his mouth, and through his curled fingers he made a call that sounded like a low horn followed by strange clicking noises.

      The boulders in the lake below shifted slightly and then, as if the water were receding, the rocks rose and widened. Azure watched with awe as a head as large as Blister’s popped up just in front of one of the rocks. It levitated into the air on a long neck that connected to the boulder, which Azure now realized was the creature’s back.

      “I rode one of those across a lake,” Azure said, remembering when she’d stood on the slippery creature to cross the lake beside the Land of Terran. “A mermaid called the sea dinosaur to help me.”

      Ever nodded, fondly looking out as three more sea dinosaurs popped their heads from the lake. “Yes, the mer people have a way with these animals. Otherwise they are extremely shy. There’s one on Earth that hardly ever shows its face.”

      “It went over from Oriceran when the gates were open?” Azure asked. She was intrigued that such a magical creature could be found on Earth, where such things would be considered bizarre.

      “Yes, and they call it a monster, not realizing how docile sea dinosaurs are,” Ever said.

      One of the creatures opened its mouth and let out a noise to match the one Gillian made.

      “They’re beautiful,” Azure announced. “How could anyone think of them as monsters?”

      “Well, we tend to fear those things we don’t understand. And since the sea dinosaur is hardly ever sighted in Loch Ness, it’s considered to be dangerous,” Ever supplied.

      “And since only the call of another sea dinosaur brings them to the surface, I’m sure the creature is more myth than fact,” Gillian said, rubbing his chin while musing on the idea.

      “Yeah, Nessie is all alone on Earth,” Ever said.

      “That’s so sad. Maybe we can bring her a friend one day,” Azure said, turning to continue through the mountains.

      “Only you, Azure, would want to smuggle a fucking huge sea dinosaur through an illegal portal in a humanitarian crusade,” Monet said, shaking his head.
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      The group hiked mostly in silence for an hour, only having to endure Monet announcing his step count every fifteen minutes.

      “Three thousand and one,” he called, having consulted his Fitbit.

      Azure considered telling her oldest friend to shut the fuck up, but decided that she’d save the profanity for when her nerves were really frayed.

      Turning to offer Gillian a commiserating look, Azure noticed that the petals on the red flower on his hat had peeled back to bare its teeth. Azure halted and her eyes widened. The tiny teeth parted and a growl ripped from the flower’s mouth.

      When the warning system went off on his hat, Gillian spun around to look for the approaching danger. “Weapons out!” he roared, backing up.

      Azure and the other two positioned themselves, putting their backs to each other.

      “What is it?” she asked, spying only grass and trees at the base of the Mountain of Truth. It towered in the distance with purple mist obscuring its peak.

      Gillian pulled his lips back, teeth bared, copying his flower. “Goblins,” he said with a growl.

      “What?” Azure asked, holding her wand in front of her. Not only did she not see a thing, but all that could be heard was the babbling of a nearby stream. Beside her, Azure felt Ever tense. She pulled Drago’s knife from her backpack, offering it to him, but he only shook his head. A gentle humming reverberated from his mouth as he summoned magic from the ground under him. His eyes glowed brightly and symbols lit up on his hands, arms and neck.

      In front of them, the leaves of a large plant peeled back to reveal a gnarled-looking creature. A goblin of about Gillian’s size sheathed in wrinkled brown skin stared back at them. His drew in a long breath through his pinched nose and grimaced, his yellow eyes narrowing with menace. On his knobby body he wore armor, its various pieces bound together with fraying rope, and in his hand he held a nail file.

      “Wow…” Monet said, his voice dead. “Run for your fucking life. That thing is going to give us all manicures.”

      “He’s a scout.” Gillian’s voice quivered.

      “No, he’s an adorable little goblin.” Monet turned, a look of seriousness on his face. “Azure, do you want to ask him to be on your cabinet? Maybe we can bring him back to ride on Blister’s back.”

      “Shhh…” Gillian held his fat finger to his mouth, attempting to quell Monet with a single look.

      “What are you making such a fuss about? All he’s doing is watching us and probably wondering if he should start with pedis or manis,” Monet said, throwing his hand in the goblin’s direction.

      The creature raised the nail file high in the air above his head.

      “Me first! I have an ingrown toenail that’s been bugging me something fierce,” Monet said, stepping forward.

      “No,” Gillian hissed.

      The goblin sliced the nail file through the air, its beady eyes bulging from his sockets. “Nicka-nicka-nicka-naw!” the little monster screamed, mouth opening wide.

      “Oh, fuck,” Azure whispered, backing up a step and colliding with Ever.

      From the dark trees on the other side of the clearing, eyes blossomed. From the forest floor heads with pointy ears rose. The glints of metal sparkled all around them. Suddenly a hundred goblins rose from the ground or slipped upside-down from the trees, their faces full of menace as they bared their sharp teeth at the group.

      A goblin dropped from the trees, landing on his head as he hit the ground. He rolled over and straightened to his full height; he was at least a foot taller than the scout. From his belt he drew a small machete. The monster bared his teeth as his pointed ears, riddled with silver rings, rose to attention on his head.

      “Still want a manicure, asshole?” Azure whispered in Monet’s direction.

      “Actually, now I’d like a shield. I think you’ll do,” Monet said from behind her.

      “In a moment, when I give the cue, you all need to run. Head up the mountain and don’t look back,” Gillian said in a hushed voice.

      “Wait! What? We’re not leaving you—”

      “Do as I say, Queen Azure,” Gillian commanded. “There are too many to fend off. We’ll never win by fighting them.”

      The head goblin took a step forward, a crowd of his brethren now at his side. All of them brandished sharp weapons and a mouthful of jagged teeth.

      “I’ll negotiate with them,” Azure said, her mouth barely parting for her words.

      “You can’t. Goblins aren’t reasonable. They only want blood or gold, and currently we’re out of the latter,” Gillian said in a terse whisper.

      “But if I promise them—”

      “They only trust that which they can see. There’s no way they’ll be appeased by the idea of future gold.” Gillian knelt, grabbing a handful of dirt in his fingers. He rolled his wrist, his eyes on the approaching goblins.

      “Gillian, what are you planning?” Azure asked, her voice trembling.

      “On saving you,” the gnome said, and threw the some of the dirt at Azure and the rest in the direction of Monet and Ever. The threesome flickered before turning invisible. “Go!” he roared.

      Azure didn’t have a moment to think. They had to get away while they had a chance. There were too many goblins. Monet seized her wrist and pulled her forward. The goblins attacked in that same moment, the sound of metal scraping against metal screeching through the air.

      “Gillian!” Azure screamed, watching the goblins overwhelm the gnome.

      A row of goblins ran in their direction, although the three were invisible. Azure held her wand out and whispered, “Vatra.” A neat bit of fire ripped from her wand, hitting each of the goblins in the chest.

      Monet leapt over the fallen goblins, blasting another set as they tried to stop the invisible figures.

      Azure glanced over her shoulder to watch as the goblins bound Gillian with rope and hoisted him in the air. A few dozen small hands held him above as many heads, carrying him toward the woods where the scout had been hidden.

      “Don’t worry, Queen Azure! And don’t come after me! Remember, we discussed how to get to your destination,” Gillian yelled over the nonsensical grunting of the goblins.

      Azure nodded, allowing herself to be tugged up the mountain away from Gillian.
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      A minute later the three travelers flickered and became visible once more. Ever didn’t let go of Azure until they had doubled over from running up the mountain. Even then he kept his eyes on her, afraid she’d bolt downhill at any moment to fight the goblins.

      “I can’t believe we left Gillian back there,” Azure stated, completely crestfallen.

      “That was what he wanted,” Ever replied.

      “That’s what he told us to do, but we’ve all but sentenced him to death. The goblins will have him roasting on a stake within the hour.” Azure threw off her robes, since she had sweat pouring down her back.

      “Gillian knew the risk when he came on this mission.” Monet eyed his Fitbit, watching the device as his heart rate came down.

      “You know the risks too, but that doesn’t mean I’d leave you behind if something gnarled captured you,” Azure spat, slapping Monet’s shoulder.

      He cursed her with a single look.

      “He’s from the mountains; give him a little credit. I’m sure he’s got a plan.” Ever stepped forward, chin down and a look of reassurance on his face.

      “Yeah, like who knew the little guy could make us all invisible?” Monet shook his head in disbelief.

      Azure nodded, softening a bit. Ever gave her a slow smile.

      “Oh, well, of course Elf-Boy knew about the gnome’s magic. You two keep each other’s secrets, don’t you?” Monet now looked a little hurt, like he was tired of being left out.

      Azure said, “We need to construct a plan. We’ve got to go after Gillian.” Ever was already shaking his head before she was done speaking.

      “How can you not want to rescue him? He’s a part of our team!” she yelled.

      “Because I truly believe Gillian will be fine…or mostly fine. He might get a few scrapes or lose a limb, but he will probably survive,” Ever explained.

      “You’re not making me feel any better.” Azure narrowed her blue eyes at the Light Elf, considering blasting him as she’d done with the goblins.

      “Sorry. My intention was to set your fears at ease. But our mission is still to find Mage Lenore. I know for a fact that Gillian would be angry if we abandoned our mission for him. That must be the reason he gave us an escape route. And he did insist that we not go after him,” Ever said, kneeling and scooping up a handful of dirt from the mountain. He sifted it in his hands, sparks sprinkling down from the movement.

      “You know, Pointy Ears makes sense.” Monet pinned both of his hands to his lower back and stretched while taking in the path before them. “What do we do when we get to the fork up ahead?”

      After a short stretch where the path gained serious elevation the trail split, both routes continuing to head upward. Without a doubt, Gillian would have known whether to take the right or left path.

      “The garden gnome said he instructed you on navigating up the Mountain of Truth,” Monet said.

      “Yeah, he did. He told me that it was nearly impossible for him to relay all the twists and turns on the mountain. We spent most of the night discussing the various obstacles we’d encounter. I guess he was preparing me in case he had to be absent at any point.” A cool wind swept through the air, hitting the sweat on her back and neck and making Azure shiver.

      “Sounds ominous. Can’t wait.” Monet’s voice was monotone.

      “What did Gillian say about direction?” Ever asked.

      Azure shook her head. She hadn’t thought it was going to come to this—it had never been a plausible option to leave one of her team members behind. But here she was. Grabbing a strand of hair from her loose bun, she twirled it around her finger.

      “Oh, for Merlin’s sake. She’s fucking fretting,” Monet said, talking about Azure as if she weren’t there.

      “What is it?” Ever asked again, his forehead creasing with worry.

      “Gillian said that if we got lost and he couldn’t help, we were to rely on Monet’s Fitbit for navigation.” Azure said, in disbelief that it had come down to this. She pulled a piece of parchment from the back pocket of her jeans. “Gillian gave me directions based on distances, which he said only the Fitbit could accurately measure.”

      “Well, that’s great. And yes, that makes perfect sense.” Ever turned to Monet, a smile lighting his face. “I programmed the Fitbit to work here on Oriceran. It does have GPS capabilities.”

      “I don’t think that was what Gillian had in mind. We’re relying more on it recording specific distance so we know when to make turns, ones that wouldn’t be on a map.” Azure turned and snapped at Monet, “Hand over the Fitbit.”

      Monet held up his wrist, his face long with disappointment. “Sure. Only problem is that I’ve been playing with it the whole time and the battery is almost dead.”
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      Holding Ever’s hand, Azure stepped through the portal he’d opened. She slapped at Monet once he was through.

      “You couldn’t hold my hand to come through the portal, could you?” Azure fixed her hair, which Monet had clutched as they transferred to Earth.

      “Oh, gross. You totally have cooties. There’s no way I’ll hold your hand, even if you order me to as queen.” Monet grabbed his stomach like he was about to be sick.

      “You’re so fucking immature,” Azure said, shaking her head at him.

      “I know you are, but what am I?” he teased.

      “A lame-ass wizard who has seriously messed up this mission with his wastefulness.” Azure pointed to the Fitbit, which officially had a dead battery. “We should have left you back there in the mountains.”

      “Hey, if someone would have informed me that this device was a backup, maybe I wouldn’t have played with it,” Monet said with a scowl.

      “That’s so not true,” Azure retorted.

      “Yeah, you’re right. I can’t be helped.” Monet stared at their surroundings. They were reminiscent of the Land of Terran, with its ample stretches of concrete. Cars were parked in front of one another, and tall buildings bordered the lot. A busy road ran just in front of them, bustling with speeding cars and people walking in both directions. Azure spun, taking in the red bricks under her boots and the gigantic buildings that made those in the Land of Terran look like fairy houses in comparison.

      “Are we in Santa Monica, where you took me before?” Azure asked, her nose wrinkled from the stench of the fumes. The smell reminded her of when Gran had blown up a potion and sent toxic gases through the second story of the House of Enchanted.

      “Oh, no. I wanted to deepen your education about Earth while also taking you to a place where you’d fit in. Welcome to Portland, the land of the weird.” Ever spread his arms wide.

      She observed that, as before when they came to Earth, Ever’s ears, which appeared pointy on Oriceran, now appeared human—a glamor he implemented so he didn’t stand out. However, Azure was still sporting her blue hair and Monet his mint green robes and short hair to match. But Ever was right; this Portland place was strange, or at least had more diverse people than she’d seen in Terran.

      A man who looked to have never bathed in his entire life pushed a metal cart filled with bags of junk—or maybe it was treasure here on Earth. It sure looked like rubbish, though.

      Her eyes swiveled to a gang of young humans who sat in a circle on the red bricks. Some had instruments, while others only swayed as they hummed. A girl with a head full of ropelike hair jumped to her feet and twirled and danced to the music.

      “Is that a fairy without wings?” Monet asked. He was watching the group as well.

      Ever crossed his arms in front of his chest and shook his head, a smile hiding at the corner of his mouth.

      “Is she a gigantic pixie?” Monet asked, now squinting at the girl who threw her face up to the cloudy sky and smiled, her eyes closed.

      “No, as far as I know she’s a hippie and has no magical abilities. Unless you count annoying yuppies as a talent,” Ever said, a laugh in his voice.

      “What’s a yuppie? Are they like gnomes? They’re easily annoyed,” Monet said, turning his attention to the sky like the girl had. A gentle mist had started to dust their heads and shoulders. He reached into his robes, withdrawing his wand.

      “Whoa there, buddy. No magic while on Earth,” Ever said, speeding over and pushing Monet’s hand back into his pocket. He glanced around to ensure they hadn’t been seen. “You’ll have the Silver Griffins breathing down our necks fast if you don’t put that away.”

      Monet held up one finger in front of Ever’s face. “Buuuuuuut,” he drew out the word, waggling his finger in the air, “my hair is getting wet.”

      “You’ll melt, then. Deal with it,” Ever retorted.

      “Didn’t we just pop out of nowhere into this courtyard? Isn’t that considered magic? And also, like, super noticeable?” Azure asked.

      Ever dismissed her questions with a wave of his hand. “Most people in Portland are high or drunk, dismissing the unexplained as normal. They love to see the unseen here, which is why I picked it. And while I can hide the magical frequency the portals create, I’m not as masterful at disguising magic others do. Like you two, for instance.”

      “What is this place?” Azure asked, staring around as mist clouded her eyes. “What did they do with all the grass?”

      “This is Pioneer Courthouse Square, affectionately nicknamed Portland’s Living Room. It’s a community place where they hold events, or citizens just hang around and play chess,” Ever informed them.

      “Or sleep.” Monet pointed to a man lying on a brick stair.

      “Portland is weird,” Azure observed, noticing a young human approaching. He looked like an orc or goblin, given the number of rings he had running through the skin around his eyes and in his ears and nose. Orcs and goblins were known for their numerous piercings.

      “Yes, which was why I thought you two would fit in just fine.” Ever threw his arms over Azure’s shoulder and steered her toward the sidewalk. “We’ve got to find a charger for the Fitbit, and we’ll grab some food while we are here.”

      “Wait! Gillian is probably being tortured, and you want to pop off for a bite to eat?” Azure asked, appalled.

      “We are no good to ourselves nor the gnome if we keel over from starvation,” Ever replied.

      “I, for one, am famished. Where can we get something crunchy, orange, and delicious?” Monet asked.

      “My wizard friend, I have something much better in mind than Cheetos, although we can fill up your reserves while here,” Ever said, leading them down a congested thoroughfare.

      “You only encourage him by supplying his addiction,” Azure said.

      “Where are you taking us? Are there libations? I’ve been sober for way too long today.” Monet’s eyes roamed eagerly over the signs hanging overhead on the various shops and restaurants.

      “Is there a frozen yogurt place?” Azure asked, the smell of the sweet shop she’d visited in the Land of Terran lingering in her memory.

      “Something way better,” Ever informed them, turning Azure to face a restaurant and still holding on to her shoulder. “I’m taking you two for something the nineteen seventies made popular and hipsters keep alive.”

      “What’s that?” Azure asked, staring at the double doors of a restaurant.

      “Fondue!” Ever declared with a giant smile that lit up his blue eyes.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me. We’re supposed to cook our own food?” Monet complained, reading the menu.

      “Only the meat course. The cheese and chocolate ones are simply for dipping. It’s really fun, I promise,” Ever said, his eyes peeking over the top of his own menu.

      “I need drinks to deal with this.” Monet held his hand in the air, waving it around to gain the attention of people passing by. “Hey, can I get liquor?”

      “Monet, that was a patron. The wait staff are in uniform,” Ever said.

      “I’m going to pretend I understand what all those strange words mean.” Monet had leaned forward and could feel the heat of the burner in front of him. “Is this a cauldron?”

      Ever laughed, amused. He had known what he was doing when picking this place. It was all for his entertainment. “It’s where we are going to simmer the cheese and other foods.”

      Monet turned and looked at Azure, who was next to him. He clasped both of his hands onto her arm and shook her slightly. “Seriously, we are going to die. Your strange friend has taken us to a cauldron shop where they make cheese and chocolate potions. There’s nothing magical about those things.”

      “Speak for yourself. I for one could eat my weight in melted cheese.” Azure slapped her menu on the table, realizing that she was hungry from all the hiking. Still, they didn’t need to dawdle. “Let’s charge the Fitbit, eat, and get back to Oriceran.”

      “I’m already on it. I charmed the hostess to put the Fitbit on a charger in the back. We’ll pick it up after we eat,” Ever explained.

      “I thought you said we weren’t allowed to use magic while on Earth,” Monet complained.

      “Oh, well, by charm I meant my irresistible looks and flirtatious style,” Ever said with a wink. “I’ll teach you, Monet.”

      “Pssh. I wrote the spell book on flirting.” Monet pushed out his chest, holding his fondue fork in the air.

      “Drinks! We need drinks!” Azure realized that these two were going to grate on her nerves. She needed Gillian back to balance the group with his level-headed manner.
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      Slightly buzzed and fully stuffed, the three stepped through the portal onto Oriceran.

      “It should be illegal to eat that much bread at one time,” Monet declared, sitting down and leaning against a set of rocks.

      Azure’s jeans cut into her stomach, but she ignored the fullness and studied the navigation on the Fitbit. “Next time, you’re cut off after the third bowl of bread cubes.”

      “But how else was I supposed to soak up all the cheesy deliciousness?” Monet asked seriously. “I can’t picture ever tying myself to a witch for the rest of my life, but cheese and I have a real future together. I’m going to start campaigning for dairy unions.”

      Ever smiled down at Monet. He’d covered the bill again, using his small green piece of plastic. Monet thought that there must be something magical about the card, since it had paid for a huge bar tab as well as all their food. Ever had tried to explain how credit cards worked, but Azure and Monet’s eyes had glazed over when he started talking about APRs.

      “Okay, let’s get to work using the Fitbit to find our way,” Azure said, the device in one hand and the piece of parchment Gillian had given her in the other. “He said that the Mountain of Truth plays tricks, and that the only way, other than having Gillian himself, was to rely on distance measurements.”

      “What do the first set of instructions say?” Ever asked.

      “After six-point-three miles we are to take a sharp right,” Azure said, consulting the paper and then the device. “We have just a little bit more to go.” She started forward, but tripped, making her catch her balance.

      “So…what? If Gillian was here, would he magically know how far six-point-three miles was?” Monet was joking, but the light expression dropped from his face when he turned to Ever. “Is that one of the abilities in the gnome’s arsenal?”

      “Gnomes are excellent with navigation, especially in the mountains,” Ever informed him.

      “Must be because they are so close to the ground,” Monet said with a chuckle.

      “Speaking of the ground, does anyone else notice that it’s playing games with us?” Azure asked, taking another step and tripping for the third time. She kept misjudging how high to pick up her foot and how low the ground was.

      “Dear Azure, that’s called being drunk. And yes, I’ve noticed that walking is bit more difficult.” Monet stumbled forward, his foot hitting the ground hard.

      “I had half as much to drink as you, Monet, and I’m having the same trouble walking,” Ever said.

      “Well, that just means that Light Elves can’t handle their liquor so well.” Monet lifted his foot high and then slowly brought it down, as if not sure where it would land. The three traversed the next several yards like careful drunks not wanting to draw attention to themselves.

      “Things just got strange here.” Azure turned to the wall of dirt to her right. “This is where Gillian says we need to take a right.”

      “So, gnomes have great navigational skills and can walk through walls?” Monet put his hands on his hips.

      “Are you sure? Maybe you misread it and the turn is farther down or a left,” Ever said, peering over Azure’s shoulder as she reviewed the directions.

      “Since a left would have us walking over the side of a hill, I’m going to guess that isn’t it unless the gnome sent us on a death mission,” Monet remarked.

      “Which is totally possible,” Azure muttered, narrowing her eyes at the parchment.

      “It says ‘take a right at six-point-three miles,’” Ever confirmed before glancing at the Fitbit. “And we are at exactly that mileage.”

      “There was a reason that Gillian insisted we use the Fitbit. He said accuracy was key, and to follow the directions. So, what if…” Azure’s voice trailed off and she took a careful step forward, then held her hand out and touched the dirt wall. However, it wasn’t dirt and rock Azure felt against her fingers. It felt more like silk, and then the sensation was gone and her hand sank through the wall and disappeared.

      “Whoa! Whatever they put in my martini was some good shit,” Monet exclaimed.

      “Of course!” Ever rushed forward, sinking his own arm into the wall. It disappeared. “It’s a false wall. The Mountain of Truth is rumored to be full of lies, at least on one of the three levels. Must be on the first.”

      Monet threw his hands up, exasperated. “All things you and Shorty could have shared before we set off on this fucking adventure… Three levels. Level of lies. Good to fucking know.”

      Azure pulled her hand out of the false wall and turned to face Ever. “For once I agree with the sassy wizard. Sometimes Gillian’s and your secrecy goes a bit far.”

      Ever smiled apologetically. “Sorry, it’s habit. I’m used to being on my own. And Gillian… Well, secrecy is in his blood.”

      “Well, try and open up more or I’ll be spilling some Light Elf blood,” Azure warned. Her tone was light, but she had a look of intimidation on her face.

      “You got it.” Ever winked and bowed to her. “Will you allow me to go first and ensure it is safe on the other side?”

      “Yes, thank you,” Azure said with a smile.

      Ever stood tall, eyeing the wall before marching forward. He disappeared through it, but only briefly. A moment later his head popped back out, appearing to float in the air. “Coast is clear, but the lies continue. Be warned.”

      Azure threw a glance at Monet. “A place full of lies. Sounds like you’ll fit right in.”

      “Ha-ha, Queen Bitch,” Monet strolled past her, pushing her slightly as he disappeared through the wall.

      Azure gulped, glancing at the mountain around her before stepping through the wall.

      “Oh, fuck! Are you sure I’m not high?” Monet yelled.

      Azure sucked in a breath and backed up, not at all prepared for the world she’d stepped into. Below her feet and stretching up the mountain was a ground made of sky. Under her were blue skies and clouds, as if she were walking on air. The wall of the Mountain of Truth stood on her right and the valley on her left. Where the sky was supposed to be, there was only dirt and rock.

      “It’s a reverse world. The ground is sky and the sky is ground,” Monet said, his voice full of astonishment.

      “Actually, it’s a lie. What we are seeing is an illusion, like the false wall.” Ever knelt and scooped up a handful of sky. He lifted it a few inches, opened his fingers, and dirt poured from his hand. “See, it’s actually dirt. And the sky is full of the clouds above us.”

      “What’s the point of this?” Azure asked.

      He shrugged. “To disarm. Create confusion. I’m sure this isn’t the last lie we’ll see and have to assimilate into our minds.”

      Monet snapped his fingers in front of the Light Elf’s face. “’Fess up. Three levels? Tell us all, secret keeper.”

      Ever gave an easy grin and nodded. “I don’t know as much as Gillian, but I can tell you this much. The first level appears to be full of lies. The second, from what I’ve heard, is about truth, hence the name. And I don’t know anything about the third level, except that it’s where the purple mist lies.” Ever pointed to the peak, which was barely visible in the distance, purple mist swirling around it.

      “And that’s where Mage Lenore lives,” Azure added.

      Monet wove his arm into Azure’s and pulled her over to Ever. He wove his other arm through the Light Elf’s. “Okay, let’s get our happy asses up the yellow brick road.”

      “Do you know what he’s talking about?” Azure asked, leaning forward and looking at Ever.

      “I do,” he replied with a laugh, before looking at Monet. “I’m the Tin Man, and you’re definitely the Scarecrow.”

      “Fuck off! I’ll show you brains!” Monet joked, not at all looking offended.

      “Seriously, you two are ordered to stop using references I don’t get,” Azure growled.

      “Not a chance,” Monet said, trying to skip but unable to, linked as he was to Azure and Ever. He untangled his arms from theirs and kicked up a bit of dirt from the sky-ground.

      “Anyone else notice the golden tree in the distance?” Azure asked, looking at a shiny oak dripping with gems.

      “I just did,” Monet informed her. “And it looks like we’re rich!”

      “Level of lies,” Azure reminded him.

      “Oh, come on—you’re so cynical! I’ll need a boost. I’ll pick enough to make Virgo a rich realm.” Monet broke off from the group.

      As they neared the tree, the ground shifted back to dirt and the blue sky was flecked with puffy clouds.

      “I was kind of getting used to walking on clouds,” Monet muttered, skipping toward the golden tree.

      Ever gave Azure a sideways look. “He won’t really pick anything from the tree, will he?”

      “Probably not. He just enjoys giving me a heart attack.” Azure consulted the directions and then the Fitbit. “Actually, just past the tree it looks like we’re supposed to take a left.”

      Monet spun around and halted. His eyes jerked to the side and then back to her. “You do see that a left takes us over the mountain to certain death?”

      “Mountain of Truth trickery, don’t you remember?” Azure reminded him.

      “Walking through a wall is a bit different than stepping off the edge of a mountain,” Monet said.

      “Well, it sounds like you need a brave man for the job,” Ever said, stepping forward and puffing his chest out in an exaggerated manner.

      Monet twisted his head in one direction and then the other, staring all around. “When is this man you speak of going to show up?”

      “Oh, you two are impossible.” Azure marched forward, pausing on the edge of the cliff. She lifted her foot and mentally prepared herself to step over the side.

      “I’ve got you,” Ever said behind her, his hand close to her arm in case she fell.

      She nodded, taking a deep breath. She let her foot come down and was stunned when she was suspended in air. Instead of walking on endless sky, now she was looking at the ground a few thousand feet under her. “Don’t come out here unless you aren’t afraid of heights,” she warned, taking a few cautious steps.

      A moment later Ever joined her, looking at the landscape under them. “My question is, how do we know where the path is or when we’re about to take a real plunge?”

      Azure nodded. “I think the side of the mountain runs next to us. We are just moving along the edge of it as we wind our way to the top.” She took a few cautious steps, her hand out. A smile sprang to her mouth when her hand connected with the dirt wall. “It’s still here. We just can’t see it.”

      “Before the wall wasn’t real when we could see it. Now it’s there, but invisible. This place is fucked up,” Monet said.

      “I agree. And if we stay connected to the wall, we won’t walk off the edge of the mountain,” Ever said.

      “Let’s keep going. I’ve had enough of the lies.” Azure set off in the lead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Soon they were walking on actual ground again. The terrain turned rocky and the trees dotting the landscape thinned. Most of the year this part of the Mountain of Truth was covered in snow, but thankfully it wasn’t that time of year.

      “I need to take a piss,” Monet whined behind Azure.

      She whipped around and stuck her hands on her hips. “Thanks for the information. Go off and do it.”

      Monet scanned the area where they stood. “Where?”

      “Dude, I’m not your mother. Go freaking figure it out,” Azure said.

      “Why don’t you hike around this bend? We’ll wait here,” Ever offered, pointing to the turn ahead.

      Monet’s eyes ran over that area with a new hesitation in them. “Do you need to go?” he asked Ever.

      The Light Elf raised a curious eyebrow, giving Azure a sideways look. “Uhhh…no. Why?”

      Pulling his eyes away from the mountain peak, which was becoming more and more obscured by the purple mists, Monet shrugged. “I don’t know. I just thought we could go together.”

      Azure burst out laughing. “You want a piss buddy?”

      “No,” Monet said, his pale face flushing red. “It’s just…well, I’m scared. I don’t want to go off on my own.”

      Azure’s eyes widened as she tilted her head to the side. Not once in the almost hundred years she’d known Monet had he admitted to being scared. Even when he was, he would just make a nasty joke.

      “Are you feeling okay?” she asked.

      He bit down on his lip, his eyes lowered. “No, not really. I’ve had to piss for an hour. My feet hurt. My buzz is wearing off. That cheese fondue isn’t sitting right in my stomach. There’s a cramp in my side. And my balls are sweaty.”

      Drawing in a slow breath, Azure turned to face Ever. “I do believe we’ve hit the level of truth.”

      He nodded, pressing his lips together. “Come on, Monet. Let’s go,” Ever said, striding forward and waving the wizard to follow.

      “I’ll just stay here and think about what a big baby Monet is,” Azure said with no humor in her words. That was a truth. She really thought Monet was weak. He was though, wasn’t he? But he was strong in other ways. Loyal. Thoughtful. Intuitive. Monet was the perfect best friend for Azure. He always made her laugh, ripped her as much as she could tolerate, and silently believed in her. And although he gave the appearance of being worthless, she knew he had true genius lurking under the surface—something that could possibly save the kingdom of Virgo one day.

      “Where did that come from?” Azure mumbled to herself, shaking her head to clear the strange thoughts that poured through it. Man, she was going to need to seal her mouth shut for the next few miles or she’d say nice things to people. The level of truth was possibly worse than the one before.

      Ever’s head ducked out from around the bend. “Ready to keep going?”

      “Not really,” Azure admitted, her eyes on the towering peak above them. It felt like it would take days to wind their way to the top. According to Gillian’s notes, they had roughly six more miles.

      “Well, looky there. Miss Perfect doesn’t always have a good attitude,” Ever remarked when Azure met him on the path.

      “I think we should ban talking,” Azure said, her eyes scanning the parchment and then eyeing the Fitbit. In a half-mile they needed to take a path to the right.

      Monet scuffed his feet in the dirt as he hiked in front of Ever, his head hung low. “I wished I hadn’t come.”

      “Well, no one forced you,” Ever said, his voice uncharacteristically sharp.

      “I didn’t want to be the only one left behind,” Monet said, sounding like a sniveling little boy.

      Azure’s mouth opened without her permission. “I wanted you to come. If I die, I want you to be there.” All of those words just fell out.

      Monet spun to her, shock in his eyes. “You think you’re going to die on this mission?”

      “Gillian was taken by goblins. Mage Lenore is more powerful than any other witch or wizard on Oriceran. We don’t know what lurks in the purple mists. I’m not afraid, but I think that death is a real possibility. If I get stabbed I want you by my side, holding my hand when I take my last breath,” Azure said, something sharp seeking to obstruct her airway. She grabbed her soul stone in her hand and pressed it until the familiar beating of the stone warmed her fingers.

      Monet blinked at her. “You’re not going to die. I’ll throw myself in front of any danger to save you.”

      “Ugh, will you two shut up? We get it. You’re best pals. Good for you,” Ever said, his words on fire with hostility. He charged past them and continued hiking up the path.

      Azure gave Monet a cautious look. “What do you think is wrong with him?” she asked in a whisper.

      “I can hear you! Elf hearing, remember?” Ever yelled.

      Monet swung around and trotted after him, his robes billowing behind him. “Are you okay, Ever? I’m really worried about you.” Halting suddenly, Monet clapped his hand to his mouth. “No more talking,” he mumbled behind his fingers.

      “This place is fucked up,” Azure said, noticing that the path was darkening. The peak had started to obstruct the sunlight.

      “Yeah, it’s horrible,” Ever grumbled, lacing his hand into his black hair. His shoulders were pinned up high and his back was tense.

      “Veer to the right,” Azure instructed them when they reached the fork.

      “I don’t want to,” Monet admitted.

      The three paused, eyeing the path. It was lined with dark trees whose branches hung low. Visibility was limited, making it look like they were entering a tunnel. Conversely, the path to the left was sprinkled with sunlight and yellow daisies ran as far as they could see.

      “Yeah, I kind of don’t want to either. Haunted trees dripping with wizard beards.” Azure pointed at the moss hanging from the nearest tree. “Or sweet flowers and golden rays of light? Yeah, I totally feel you, Monet, but we’re sticking with the directions.”

      He nodded, inching nearer to Azure. “Okay, but stay close by. I’ve got your back if something leaps from a tree.”

      A loud sigh of frustration left Ever’s mouth. “You two are fucking ridiculous,” he said, stomping forward on the path to the right.

      “What’s your problem? You’re usually so good-natured—which is actually kind of annoying. Like, who is always in a good mood? No one. Faker!” Monet snapped, his voice growing tense as he spoke.

      “You know what?” Ever spun back, his black eyebrows arching over his narrowed eyes. “It’s an act. I learned to put on a smile. People like those who are easy going. And because of who I am and what I’ve done, I made myself an outcast a long time ago, telling myself that I preferred it that way. But what you two have—this friendship—it’s what I’ve always wanted. A real friend. One who got me.”

      Monet sputtered out a long breath. “Well, this is fairly uncomfortable. I wish you’d kept all that to yourself.”

      Azure found herself laughing. Ever pulled his gaze up to look at her, offense written on his face.

      “How dare you laugh at me?” he asked, his voice hoarse with anger.

      “I’m not laughing at you. Well, maybe I am. I’m laughing at how absurd this all is. This damn mountain has us sharing and saying things we otherwise never would. It’s pretty fucked up, but also enlightening.”

      Ever’s eyes softened and a smile broke out on his mouth. Monet let out a loud laugh, scattering a flock of birds overhead.

      “Yeah, I guess it is pretty funny. The truth doesn’t really set us free as much as make us crazy.” Ever shook his head as the others joined him.
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      “Is it me, or did the temperature just drop ten degrees?” Azure asked, stopping to take off her bag and retrieve her crumpled robe from it. She pulled it from the bottom of the bag, shoving the crystal ball Gran had given her to the side to get to it.

      “I don’t get cold,” Monet said, pursing his lips. “I’m a real man.”

      “Okay, so we are apparently out of the second level. You’ve gone back to fibbing.” Azure slid her arms into the sleeves, tying the robe tightly around her neck and pulling up the hood. Cold wind whipped against her ears with a swooshing sound.

      “I’ll ignore that jab, since I’m an incredibly forgiving person,” Monet said, feigning a look of nobility.

      “Yes, we must be out of the level of truth,” Ever said with an easy laugh. The light had returned to his blue eyes, making him appear approachable once more.

      “What’s on the third level?” Azure asked.

      “That I don’t know. Gillian would have, but the best we can do is to keep our wits about us. Whatever is up ahead will probably try and mess with our minds. That’s the way the Mountain of Truth prevents travelers from finding Mage Lenore,” Ever said.

      “Okay, onward and upward.” Azure lifted her chin to the canopy overhead, from which small beady eyes blinked back at her. Not at all creepy, she thought, shaking her head.

      Thankfully the trees thinned as they hiked higher, but soon they were walking in the purple mist. The clouds that sat on the top of the mountain instantly dampened their clothes and styled Azure’s hair into frizzy locks.

      “I wonder what’s up ahead?” Monet mused casually after they’d walked in silence for a long while.

      “Are you being serious?” Azure asked. She consulted Gillian’s notes. They had another mile before they’d need to take a left.

      “I’m always serious,” he answered with a laugh.

      “The peak is up ahead.”

      “I know that, but I wonder what’s on it,” Monet said.

      “Oh, he has gone mad.” Azure turned to look at Ever, who was on the other side of her. “Did you see him sipping any liquor recently?”

      Ever’s forehead wrinkled with confusion. “He has a good point, actually. What is on the top of this mountain?”

      Azure halted. “Okay, you’ve lost your mind as well. What’s at the top of this mountain? I can’t believe you’re even asking such a dumbass question.”

      Monet leaned over, obstructing Azure’s view of the Light Elf. “Great, you remember! What’s at the top of this mountain?”

      “It’s the very reason that we’ve hiked up here. That’s what it is,” Azure said, pure conviction in her voice.

      “And that would be?” Monet asked, sincere curiosity in his tone.

      “Well, it’s… That… I mean… Hold on,” Azure said, breaking away from the group and facing a stand of trees. She pressed her eyes shut, trying to think. The more she tried, though, the worse it got. For some reason she couldn’t remember why she was on this mountain. Why had her friends and she come out this way? It was like a dream, and the harder she tried to remember their quest, the faster it seemed to slip through her fingers.

      “You don’t remember either, do you?” Ever’s voice said at her back.

      Azure spun around. “How could that be? We’ve been hiking for…well, I can’t remember for how long. Maybe a day?”

      “Or maybe a week,” Monet added.

      “Yeah, I can’t remember much from before. I’m queen. You two advise me. But why are we here?” Azure shook her head, trying to understand why her brain suddenly didn’t work.

      “Maybe we should return to Virgo. Once we are there, we can figure out what we missed and return if necessary,” Ever supplied.

      “Yes, that’s an excellent idea,” Monet said at once.

      “No, we came out here for a reason. And it’s strange that suddenly we can’t remember why.” Azure pulled the piece of folded parchment from her pocket. “This has directions on it. Maybe we should follow them.”

      “Follow them to what?” Monet asked, exasperated.

      “I don’t know, but we can’t give up.” Azure set down her bag, digging in it for her water bottle.

      “This purple mist is getting thicker. Soon we aren’t going to have much visibility. And trying to find something when we don’t know what we’re looking for is dangerous.” Ever spoke with caution, which was unlike him.

      Azure yanked her water bottle from her bag, then threw back her head and took a long drink. Something was obviously wrong here. She kicked the bag at her feet, her frustration letting loose. From her bag rolled an amethyst crystal ball.

      “Wait…” Monet said, his attention dropping down to the ball as it rolled over dirt and rock. “Why did you get that ball again? Wasn’t it for this mission?”

      Azure’s mind was suddenly filled with details. “Yes, Gran gave it to me. It’s supposed to help us find something.”

      “Something on this mountain,” Ever said, his voice growing in intensity.

      “Yes, that’s right.” Azure knelt and retrieved the crystal ball. When she lifted it in her hand, it glowed for a moment. The lavender smoke inside the ball swirled one way and then the other, and a black spot appeared in the center of the ball. Azure leaned in close, trying to make out the small image emerging from the smoke. A woman appeared, her face both young and old. Her features were foreign, and yet familiar. Her eyes were both sweet and full of venom. Azure lifted her gaze and stared at Monet and Ever, who had been watching her.

      “I remember why we are here,” she said, the information flowing from the crystal ball into her consciousness.

      “Why?” Monet asked, hope filling his eyes.

      “I can’t tell you,” Azure said, hearing the warning from the crystal ball in her head.

      “Well, that’s a load of bullshit,” Monet complained.

      “I agree. But I’m not allowed. You either must follow me blindly or turn back,” Azure said, lowering the crystal ball and staring at the path ahead. She knew from the ball that bones lined the trail. Most who turned back never made it because they forgot the way or their reasons for leaving or their reasons for living. The Mountain of Truth was a deceitful place because it protected someone and something of great importance.
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      Azure took a step forward and the purple mists parted. She paused and held the hand with the crystal ball up, and the swirling mist shrank away as if repelled. When she pulled her hand back to her chest, the mist filled the space again.

      “That’s sort of fucked up,” Monet remarked beside her.

      “I think it means we better follow her,” Ever said with a nod.

      Azure turned to appraise Monet. “You coming?”

      He turned back to the path they’d come from, but it was now obscured by the mist. “Yeah, I guess so. But as soon as you can, tell me where we are going.”

      “I can’t tell you that until after we arrive,” Azure said, astonished that the crystal ball had shared so much with her with only a few random images.

      “What will happen to you if you tell me?” Monet asked, a challenging look on his face.

      “I will once more forget where we are going. Only one can be reminded of the destination, and only one time,” Azure said.

      “That’s not so bad. We would just turn back and go home,” Monet scoffed.

      “You’d never find it,” someone said behind them. The three whirled, but purple mist covered everything. “You’d be lost forever, as are all who have come this far and turned around.” The voice was distorted, but still it sounded familiar.

      Azure squinted into the mist, kneeling as she did.

      From the purple darkness a figure stepped forward, like he’d been there all along. Their shadow.

      “Gillian?” Azure asked, blinking the moist air from her eyes.

      The gnome smiled, his eyes on the crystal ball in her hand. “You made it this far,” he said proudly.

      Azure looked at him. “Are you hurt? What happened to you? How did you get away?” She rushed over to him, about to hug him but then thinking better of it. She stood to her full height instead.

      “I’m fine. It took me longer than I would have guessed to escape the goblins, but in the end I was successful,” he said, brushing off the sleeves of his suit jacket.

      “But how?” Monet asked, his face full of amazement. “There were hundreds of those buggers.”

      The gnome pulled his bowler hat down over his eyes, staring at something on the other side of the path.

      “Oh, right, the mystery of the gnome continues. How fucking cute is he?” Monet said, not sounding at all impressed.

      “Well, I’m glad you got away. How did you find us up here?” Azure asked.

      “Traveling up the Mountain of Truth is actually easier alone. Gnomes can see through the lies, but that’s why I gave you directions. And the honesty that comes on the second level isn’t a problem if one is by himself,” Gillian informed her.

      “But we’re on the third level. Do you know where we’re going?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yes. The mists don’t work on gnomes. As the keepers of knowledge, it isn’t allowed to steal information from us.”

      “How fucking convenient. So you two know where we are going, and Ever and I just have to follow along blindly?” Monet crossed his arms in front of his chest, completely put out.

      “Yes, it would appear so. But my directions run out at the next turn. After that we’ll be relying on the crystal ball to guide the way.” Gillian pointed to the purple ball, which had gone dark.

      “And let me guess, only Azure can use the crystal ball, is that right?” Monet asked the gnome.

      Gillian turned to Azure and said, “You know, he isn’t as dumb as he looks.”

      “Ha ha. I would have loved for you to be with us back there, little dude. I would have had you spouting all of your thoughts,” Monet said, indicating the level of truth.

      “Then I should thank the goblins for detaining me,” the gnome said sincerely.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re okay. I wanted to go back—”

      “But I told you not to,” Gillian said, cutting Azure off.

      “Yes.” She hung her head with shame. “It still didn’t feel right to leave you behind.”

      “I realize that. However, you were only posing more problems for me the longer you were close to the goblins. I knew that I could escape them if I was alone. However, if you three had been captured as well, my job would have been nearly impossible. Freeing you would have been complex, to say the least.”

      “How did you free yourself from those pointy-teethed monsters again?” Monet asked casually, as if he wanted to be reminded of something Gillian had just told them.

      Gillian paid him no mind, but instead strolled past the group to take the lead. “If my navigation is correct, we’ll take a left soon.”

      As the gnome disappeared into the thick mist, the other three turned and exchanged looks of worry. A moment later Gillian’s head popped back through the mist. “Are you all coming? We have someplace to be.”

      “Gillian, you disappeared into the mist,” Ever pointed out.

      Gillian turned and regarded the area behind him and then spun back. “So I did. I don’t actually see the purple mists. As I mentioned, it doesn’t work on me. Sounds like you two had better stick with Queen Azure.” He lifted his gaze and looked at her. “If you hold the crystal ball out it will repel the mist. Once we take our next turn, you should lead the way. You’ll be the only one who knows where we are going.”

      “Where is that again?” Monet asked, again fishing.

      “Straight into my fist if you don’t stop asking,” Azure said, striding forward to follow the gnome. “Keep up, boys. Those lost in the mists will be left behind.”
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      The group took a left at the next fork and Gillian urged Azure to take the lead. She studied the amethyst orb in the palm of her hand. Smoke swirled inside of it, but there was nothing she recognized. Over her shoulder, she felt Monet spying.

      “It won’t work for you. Only Queen Azure can see what’s in the crystal ball now,” Gillian warned, his voice edgy. He was probably more forthcoming with Monet just because he enjoyed disappointing the wizard.

      “Well, I had to try because that’s the kind of guy I am. In our next life, when I’m king, I’m going to do all the cool things and leave you, Azure, in the dark,” Monet said, his voice terse. “What’s more, I’m going to assign a gnome to follow you around and hint at knowing important details but refuse to tell them to you.”

      “I think you could do better than that,” Ever said, sounding amused.

      “Okay, fine. Next life, I’m king. Azure is in charge of picking up fairy poop. I’ll give her the tiniest broom and dustpan. And she’ll wear an apron that says, ‘Official Pooper Scooper of Virgo.’” Monet spread his hands wide, as if picturing the words running across the apron.

      “Your next life might start soon if you don’t shut up. I’m considering murdering you,” Azure said, squinting into the ball. There was something there—an image she could barely make out. It was a tree, maybe, but a strangely shaped tree. Its trunk was a perfect wave, stretching high into the air. It resembled the weeping willows they had in Virgo with long sweeping branches draped from the trunk, hanging low enough to touch the ground. But the branches weren’t just covered in thick leaves, like the weeping willows. Long white crystals hung from the tree in places, making it shimmer.

      “Wow,” Azure murmured to herself.

      “What have you seen?” Gillian asked, his chin held up and his eyes on her.

      “The Howling Willow, I think,” Azure said, still studying the crystal ball.

      “The tree all our wands come from?” Monet asked, sounding intrigued.

      “Yes,” Azure breathed. She held the ball up to clear the mist and it backed away, giving her a glimpse of what lay ahead. The vegetation was thicker here, but still she saw no tree. She turned, holding the ball out and watching as the mist retreated, which granted her a view of her surroundings. She was just about to make a full rotation when something at the corner of her vision caught her eye. A shimmer.

      Azure spun back around, catching many shiny objects in the distance. The wind swayed through the trees and the sound of a chime rang through the air. She followed the music, allowing her ball to light her way as she walked toward the shimmering lights ahead.

      “Queen Azure, you’re off the path,” Gillian said at her back.

      Azure turned back and noticed that she’d walked several feet into dense brush. She couldn’t see her feet since the grass grew to knee-height. “Well, it looks like we blaze a new trail here,” she said with a shrug.

      The guys exchanged looks of hesitation, but one by one they stepped forward to follow her. Azure continued following the music and the light. A moment later she found herself humming to the gentle rhythm of the chimes. The combination of the lights and music seemed to be trying to put her in a trance. She shook away the enchantment and trudged forward, only stopping when they’d come to a clearing.

      “Holy Mother of Merlin!” Monet stepped forward, seeing what had been in Azure’s head all this time. The purple mist was absent from this space, making everything in the clearing visible. “Is that…”

      “It’s the Howling Willow,” Azure said, staring at the tree. It waved in the wind, the crystals hanging from it making a soft, melodic sound. There was nothing about the noise that resembled a howl, but Azure was certain that this was the tree she’d heard about all her life. She knew that because her wand, which was in a pocket in her robes, warmed and glowed, which caught her attention.

      Next to the tree was a three-story house. The bottom level was round, the middle one square and the third was a long rectangle. A short fat triangular roof sat on the very top.

      “I do believe we’ve arrived,” Azure said, her breath skipping in her throat.

      “Arrived where?” Monet asked, sounding impatient.

      “Why don’t you knock and find out?” Gillian said, a bit of mischief in his voice.

      Azure turned and gave the gnome a mischievous look. However, she turned back to Monet and agreed with a nod. “Go on then. Knock at the door. Hold out your hands and say, ‘Trick or treat.’”
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      Monet walked importantly across the grassy lawn in front of the strange house. The round bottom story of the cottage was orange stucco. The middle square was red brick. And on the top sat a blue-paneled rectangle. Candlelight burned behind white curtains in every window on every level of the house. Azure noticed then that the sun was going down, casting the house in darkness.

      Monet nearly stepped on a bed of wildflowers but paused, holding his foot in the air.

      “Moonflowers,” Azure said from just behind him, describing the flowers he’d nearly trampled.

      Monet backed up a step and eyed the strange white flowers. Azure turned to find the two moons hanging full and high in the Oriceran sky. Well, if this wasn’t an ominous time to knock at an ancient witch’s door and demand answers, then she didn’t know when was.

      “Go on,” Azure urged, pushing Monet forward.

      “Right.” He seemed to gather himself. “And how do I address the person who answers this door?”

      “Sir or madam, depending,” Azure said, a laugh in her voice. She stared down at Gillian, who was hiding a rare grin. It was an evil trick to play on the unsuspecting wizard, but it had been coming to him for quite some time.

      “Thanks a trillion, Queen Jerkface,” Monet said, turning to the door in front of him.

      Gillian was trying so hard to suppress his laughter that he didn’t even reprimand Monet for the show of disrespect.

      Monet’s sleeve fell to his elbow when he lifted his hand. His fist paused a few inches from the old redwood door, and then he rapped twice.

      Azure took a step back, wondering what Mage Lenore would do to the person who had interrupted her after hundreds of years of solitude. After she took out her anger on Monet, Azure would sweep in and ask her questions.

      The door swung back and a tall woman with large hips and broad shoulders to match stared at them. Her skin was flecked with wrinkles and age spots, and her warm brown eyes were reminiscent of cinnamon. She wore a broomstick skirt that touched the ground and a button up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. And by the look of her frizzled gray hair she’d been working hard on something, or was simply too busy to corral the flyaway strands back into her bun.

      Mage Lenore clapped her hands in front of her chest and let out a squeal of delight. She threw her arms around Monet and wrenched him in tight. “Queen Azure, it has been too long!” she exclaimed, and held Monet out at arm’s length, looking him over. “Now let me get my eyes on you. Well, well, well, you’ve aged a bit differently than I expected you would. Your hair did a strange thing too, didn’t it? And wow, you’ve got no boobs at all. Must have been cursed or something. But I’m sure you’ve still got your brains. Isn’t that right, honey?” The witch elbowed Monet in the ribs. He had drained of all color and looked about ready to lose his lunch on the threshold.

      “Uhhh…who are you?” Monet asked, taking a step back.

      Mage Lenore’s head tucked back on her thick neck. “Well, honey, I’m Mage Lenore. You know that, though, because you made your way to me. And only a person who seeks me with a true purpose and a bit of magic can find me.”

      “Right! Mage Lenore. Now I remember,” Monet said, throwing his hands triumphantly in the air. He swiveled and poked his tongue out at Azure. “Oh, and Mage Lenore, I think you’re referring to this deceptive young lady. This is Queen Azure.” He leaned forward and whispered in Azure’s ear, “You were thinking she was going to fry me, weren’t you?”

      “I’m still holding out hope,” Azure whispered back. She straightened up and lifted her chin, staring straight at Mage Lenore.

      The ancient witch wiped her hands on her apron and shook her head, all delight gone from her face. “I don’t appreciate being tricked. The one who raps at my door must be the one who seeks my council. How dare you send your servant to do your work, Queen Azure?”

      “Servant! I’m no damn—”

      “I’m sorry, Mage Lenore,” Azure said, cutting Monet off. She took a step forward and bowed low to her. When she rose, she looked deep into the woman’s eyes. “My friends and I have come a long distance and faced many obstacles to seek your advice. I didn’t mean to start things off poorly.”

      Mage Lenore considered Azure, her mouth tight, and she swiveled her eyes to take in Ever and Gillian. When she brought her gaze back to Azure, she nodded. “I’ll give you one more chance, since you were able to find me and keep your group intact in the process.”

      “Thank you, Mage Lenore. What I need—”

      She stopped Azure by holding up a large hand. “Oh no you don’t. No questions tonight, child. For one, you need to prove to me that you’re worthy of the advice I offer. Secondly, you must be patient when seeking wisdom. And lastly, it is getting late. The moons will soon ride high overhead, which means I’ll need to harvest branches from the Howling Willow. Come in and get fed, then you’ll all sleep while I work. Tomorrow, if I deem it time, I’ll answer your questions.” Mage Lenore held the door wide for the group, standing back as she did.

      Azure turned to Monet, who looked eager to enter the old witch’s cottage. She glanced at Ever and Gillian, who were both wearing curious expressions.

      She fixed her gaze back on the witch and nodded. “Yes, thank you. We appreciate your hospitality.”

      “Oh, you won’t thank me when I have you cleaning dishes after supper. I made a feast to celebrate your arrival. And I’m glad you made it, or I’d have had to eat the turkey all by myself,” Mage Lenore said with a howling laugh.
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      The smell of sage and thyme wrapped around the group when they stepped into the living area. It was a circular room with oversized couches and chairs covered in crocheted blankets, as if to disguise the many places the cats had clawed the fabric. In several places those felines could be found curled up and snoozing. The room was large, as if a big family often gathered in front of the fire to share stories from their day.

      Mage Lenore bustled through the house to the dining room, grabbing her wand off a side table. “Now, you go ahead and make yourself comfortable. Let me just set the table and then we’ll eat.” She flicked her wand at the long table and it shrank to accommodate five chairs. A lace cloth draped over the surface and a candelabra popped into place in the center. Blue dishes appeared on each of the place mats.

      Smiling at the table, Mage Lenore nodded. “Well, that looks just about perfect, but we’re missing something.” She tapped her wand on her temple, thinking.

      “Could it possibly be food?” Monet dared to ask.

      “Yes, that’s it!” Mage Lenore waved her wand at the table, and a roasted turkey appeared. Next to it sat several covered dishes.

      “Dinner is served. Please take a seat and dig in,” Mage Lenore said, gesturing to the table, her voice warm and inviting.

      Monet didn’t hesitate, dashing for the nearest seat and plopping down. Gillian and Ever joined him a second later, both hungrily eyeing the turkey, which was currently being carved by a floating knife and fork.

      “Go on, Azure,” Mage Lenore said, urging her to one of the chairs.

      Azure took a step and then hesitated. “I’m grateful for the meal and you welcoming us into your home, but I’m confused. We were told by Sari, the queen mother, that you might not want visitors. That you’d made the deal that you’d deliver wands if you were left alone.”

      A wide smile stretched over Mage Lenore’s face. “Oh, Sari—she’s still one of my favorite witches. You know she was born during an eclipse? All of Virgo was cast into total darkness for two whole minutes when the moons joined up and passed in front of the sun. That was the exact time Sari was born. I knew she’d go on to do great things.”

      “By great things, do you mean ‘be a total pain in the ass?” Monet asked through a mouthful of turkey. He took another large bite from the drumstick, which was almost as big as his face.

      Mage Lenore let out a hearty chuckle. “Oh Monet, you were born during the largest meteor shower in a thousand years. That’s how I knew you’d go on to great things.”

      “We’re still waiting to find out what that is,” Azure joked, still standing awkwardly in the living room.

      She nodded and pulled out the chair next to Ever. A gray feline lazily lifted his head and looked at her from the seat.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to disturb you. May I please have this spot?” Azure asked, tucking her chin into her chest and looking earnestly at the cat.

      He let out a long yawn and took his time stretching to a standing position before hopping down. Beside Azure, Mage Lenore was watching approvingly.

      “Some would have just shooed Holiday away,” she said, indicating the cat and taking her own seat. “And to answer your first question, Azure, I do crave my solitude. My work can’t be done if I’m bothered. However, when I made the agreement, I meant that I didn’t want to be bothered by pesky concerns like grimoires that have gone missing or potions that have gone awry. However, the potential that a majority of Virgo could lose its magic is of great concern to me. Your gran was right to send you to see me.”

      “So you’ll help us?” Azure asked, filling her plate with a spoonful of green beans and slivered almonds.

      “Of course I will. But not tonight. Tonight, I harvest. Tomorrow I will tell you how to cure your people.” Mage Lenore took the serving platter from Azure, filling her own plate.

      Relief flooded Azure’s chest. Tomorrow she’d have answers. Everything was going to work out.

      “There’s milk in the mashed potatoes,” Mage Lenore said, a gray eyebrow raised at Monet. He froze with the spoonful of fluffy mashed potatoes hovering just above his plate.

      “And so? Why does that matter?” Monet said, about to slide the mashed potatoes onto his plate.

      “Oh,” Mage Lenore chirped. “You don’t know yet. Never mind.”

      Monet narrowed his eyes at the old woman before tapping the potatoes onto his plate and going back for another spoonful.

      “Mage Lenore, would you please explain the Mountain of Truth to us? Did you create it?” Ever asked, leaning forward with curiosity.

      “Of course, but first, I almost forgot.” Mage Lenore pointed her wand at the table and goblets of red wine appeared in front of each of their plates. “Let’s toast Queen Azure. She is both cursed and blessed by her human and witch heritage. Long rule Queen Azure!”

      “Cheers,” all but Azure chorused.

      “Did you just say cursed?” Azure asked, laying her fork on her plate.

      “I believe I did, but right now I’ve promised to answer Everett’s question.” Mage Lenore wiped the corners of her mouth with her napkin, bringing her gaze to the Light Elf. “Many falsely believe that I enchanted the Mountain of Truth with the different levels. However, I’m merely the one who was asked to live at the top of the mountain. It is the Howling Willow which is responsible for the mountain’s magic. You see, many centuries ago, howling willows covered Oriceran.

      “Many do not know that the trees were sought for their magical properties. The wood from the tree can be used to create wands, but while that’s the smartest use of the wood, it can be used for anything. A home built using howling willow wood will never be cold nor hot. Furniture made from it is incredibly comfortable. Anything constructed from the material will be durable, of top quality, and have a magical property.” Mage Lenore took a long sip from her wine as all eyes rested on her.

      After she placed her wine glass down, she turned her eyes to Monet and Gillian, who had both emptied their goblet. “Where are my manners?” She picked up the wand beside her plate and flicked it at the table, and a decanter of plum-colored wine appeared. “Please help yourselves”

      “Azure, I’m going to need you to learn that spell. Manifesting wine will be your chief task from now on,” Monet said, reaching for the decanter.

      “Now, where was I?” Mage Lenore eyed the ceiling, thinking.

      “You had said that the wood from howling willows was of supreme quality,” Gillian said, taking the decanter from Monet to fill his own glass.

      “Right, right. Thank you, Gillian the Third. My memory isn’t as good as it used to be.” Mage Lenore took a bite of her fresh-baked roll, closing her eyes to enjoy the taste. Softly she opened her eyes, gazing around the table. “Well, needless to say, howling willows were chopped down all over Oriceran. Most didn’t know how to properly harvest the wood, so much of it went to waste. They were all destroyed, over time. All but one.” Mage Lenore held her arm out, indicating the giant window between the living and dining room where the Howling Willow could be seen gently swaying in the wind outside. Not just the long branches of leaves swayed, but also the trunk. And inside the house, the strings of crystals could be heard making their gentle music.

      “When only one tree remained, the Mountain of Truth was born. No one knows how it happened, or if it was the magic of the tree. At the time I had been traveling all over Oriceran for many centuries, but I randomly got up in the middle of the night without knowing why. I sailed until I hit these lands and marched up to the top of this mountain, close to where we reside now. I knew that the last howling willow had elected me to guard it. After that the purple mists appeared, and I decreed that I was no longer to be disturbed. Since then, I’ve been caring for the tree and hoping to help it reproduce, although so far that’s not been successful.”

      Mage Lenore pushed her plate away, not having eaten half of what was on it. She turned to Gillian, who had pulled his pad and pen from his pocket and was quickly scribbling down notes.

      “You may ask your most burning question now, Gillian,” she said, a sneaky smile on her face.

      Gillian’s green eyes rose, an eagerness in them. “You said harvest was tonight. During the full moons, correct?”

      “Yes, when the moons are high in the sky. But to answer your next question, no, you may not observe the harvest. For one, you’ll be drunk,” Mage Lenore said, inclining her head at his empty wine goblet. “And also, that is one of the many ways I protect the last howling willow. Only I know how to tame the tree on the night of the full moons and harvest branches that can be turned into wands.”

      “Tame?” Azure asked, turning to stare at the peaceful tree swaying in the wind. It was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever seen.

      “Oh, yes. It looks sweet now, but when the moons are at their highest the tree turns into a beast that most wouldn’t survive,” Mage Lenore said, leaning down, her voice hushed. “Now, if you all are done with the feast, then I vote for dessert.” She swept her wand at the table and everything disappeared—the turkey, serving platters and the plates. A large chocolate ganache cake appeared in the center of the table, and next to it sat an apple pie with steam rising from it. And between the two was a large bowl with scoops of vanilla bean ice cream.

      “Queen Azure’s two favorites, which represent her two different parts. Chocolate as rich as a witch’s magic, and apples as wholesome as a human. Well, and the ice cream is just a bonus because it goes with both.” Mage Lenore flicked her wand again and small plates appeared in front of each guest.

      “Fuck yeah!” Monet exclaimed, picking up a knife and leaning forward to slice into the cake.

      “Actually I think you, son of Hemingway, should stick with this.” Mage Lenore twirled her wand and a bowl of raspberry sorbet appeared in front of Monet.

      He slid his eyes to the dessert, a look of incredulity on his face. “Uhhh…I think I’ll have the cake, actually. On second thought, I’ll have a slice of each.”

      “Suit yourself,” Mage Lenore said with a shrug.

      Over the next hour the four travelers easily shared stories, all of them taking turns telling the old witch something random about their past. She only listened, never offering advice. Finally she nodded, pushing up from the table. “The hour is late, and it is time I showed you to your rooms. Now, I think that since Gillian will have no problem sleeping, we’ll pair him with Monet, since the young wizard will be up all night.”

      “What? No, you senile old woman. I’m ready to zonk out,” Monet said, daring to insult the witch. The wine could be blamed for his boldness, but Mage Lenore didn’t seem to take offense.

      “Yes, dear. Now, you all follow me. I must get you comfortable.” Mage Lenore paused, sticking out her ear as if trying to hear something. Outside the warm house, the sound of the chimes had grown more intense. It was more of a clanging.

      They followed the old witch up a winding staircase to the second floor. “Gillian and Monet, you’ll take the first room. Azure and Everett, you’ll be most comfortable in the room down the hall on the right. I’d offer you separate rooms, but you’ll want to stay up and discuss how strange I am and postulate on what I’m doing while you all sleep,” Mage Lenore said, ushering the four to their rooms. She offered them one last clever smile from the landing. “Now please stay in your rooms. Well, besides you, Monet. The bathroom is the second door on the right.”
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      Azure closed the door to their bedroom, sliding her back against the wall. “That woman…” she began, then paused. The walls of the room were light blue, and clouds had been painted on them. A round rug stretched across the middle of the room, and a toy box sat against the nearest wall. But it was the bunkbeds that ran across the farthest wall that caught her attention. On each were three rows of stuffed animals, and just to the side was a round window with a bench and a shelf stacked full of books.

      “Did she put us in a children’s room for the night?” Azure asked.

      Ever strolled over to the window and plucked the first book off the stack. “I do believe she did. And yes, she is by far the strangest and most wonderful woman I’ve ever met. That’s what a millennium on Oriceran earns you.”

      “Is that how old she is? I thought no one really knew,” Azure said, heading for the rug and squatting to tinker with a toy train set that sat there. The tracks ran all over the room. She flicked her wand at the train, and it started to life and chugged forward.

      “It’s my best guess. I thought she was younger before we met her. Didn’t you feel like you could tell her anything and… Well, you know,” Ever said, gazing out the large round window. The moons’ light streamed through, covering his face with white.

      “Yes, I felt as though she’d never think ill of me, no matter what I disclosed. It must be her many experiences that make her nonjudgmental.” Azure stood and watched as the train climbed the tracks that ran along the wall. She slid down onto the bottom bunk, feeling the exhaustion thicken her head.

      “Are you going to bed soon?” she asked, her eyes half closed.

      “Yes, as soon as the howling dies down,” Ever said.

      “What? What howling?” Azure asked, not hearing anything. She sat up, bewilderment on her face. Now that she was straining, she heard a muffled cry. “You can hear that clearly, can’t you?”

      He nodded, still staring through the window. “And I suspect it will grow louder before it goes away.”

      “Oh, well, try and ignore it as best you can. I need you rested.” Azure threw herself back on the bed, pushing the stuffed animals to the ground just before sleep overcame her.
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        * * *

      

      Azure awoke several times to a high-pitched howling that sang so loudly it shook the walls. Knowing she wasn’t supposed to leave the room, she gripped her wand under her pillow and silently assured herself she was all right. She could hear Ever twisting and turning on the top bunk. It wasn’t until late into the night that both fell into deep sleep, finally giving their tired minds some peace.

      In the morning a gentle clanking sound broke into Azure’s dreams. She lifted her head, nearly ramming it into the bunk above her. It took several blinks for her eyes to focus on the child sitting on the rug a few feet from her bed.

      “Would you like another spot of tea?” the girl, who had golden blonde hair and deep brown eyes, asked a blue teddy bear.

      As if the stuffed animal had answered, the child poured nonexistent tea into a cup.

      “One lump or two?” she asked the bear, who wore a white bonnet that was too small for his round face.

      “Oh, you’re off sugar, huh? Good on you. I’ve been trying to give up the stuff too. It’s poison, some say,” the child remarked to the stuffed bear.

      Azure slid her legs off the bed, her hands on the bed beside her. “Excuse me. I’m sorry, is this your room? Did we take it?”

      The little girl turned her head and peered at Azure, a wise expression in her young eyes. She wore a pink and white checkered dress with puffy sleeves and a large bow in the back. “This is my room, but I don’t mind if you slept here. I sleep in another room, but I love to play here in the morning.”

      “Oh. Well, thank you.” Azure pushed up off the bed and took a seat next to the little girl. “Mage Lenore gave it to us for the night,” she said, indicating Ever on the top bunk. He was just rousing, and stared down at the two with great curiosity.

      Azure turned back to the little girl, who appeared to be about eight years old. “How do you know Mage Lenore? Is she your grandmother?”

      The girl shook her head and rose to her feet. “Do you know how to play Elements?”

      “It’s my favorite card game,” Azure said with a giant smile.

      “Will you play it with me?” the girl asked her.

      “Of course, but first will you tell me what your name is?”

      The girl blinked at her, putting her hands on her hips, a new menace written on her face. “How do you not know? We’ve already met.”

      “Oh, have we?” Azure asked, scanning her memory for the little girl’s freckled face. She didn’t know many blonde-haired girls. None, really, if she thought about it.

      “Yes, and you’d better go and shower right now,” the girl said, turning her attention to the door. “The bathroom is now unoccupied, but that won’t last long. Monet has an awful stomachache, and has been up most of the night.”

      “Oh, you know Monet? How?” Azure asked.

      The girl rolled her eyes before pulling a jack-in-the-box from the open toy box. “I’m the one who warned him against eating dessert. He should have realized by now that he’s lactose intolerant.”

      Ever slipped down from the top bunk and strode forward. He knelt when he was just in front of the child. “Wait. You’re Mage Lenore?”

      The girl pursed her lips at him. “Of course I am!”

      Ever stood and turned, giving Azure a look of bewilderment.
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      Washed and wearing a clean set of clothes, Azure made her way down the winding staircase. In the living room she found a sight she had never expected. Crouched on all fours on the rug in front of the fire was Gillian, wearing a pair of pointy ears. His nose had been painted black and his cheeks sported whiskers.

      “Oh, no! The werecat is going to get me!” the child who was Mage Lenore yelled. She jumped onto the sofa and scampered across it. When she made it to the far side she turned to Gillian, giving him an expectant look. “Go on, then.”

      With a disgusted snarl, Gillian shook his head. “I’m not doing it.”

      “Come on, Gillian,” Ever said, standing beside the couch. He wore a unicorn horn strapped to his head.

      “This is making me feel better, and Lenore loves it,” Monet said from where he was sprawled on the other sofa.

      “Mage Lenore,” Gillian corrected. “And fine.” He arched his back, looked up at the young girl, and hissed.

      “Oh, no! He’s going to get me! Help me, trusty unicorn,” Mage Lenore cried, hands flailing.

      “To the rescue!” Ever cried, putting his back to the girl and offering her his hand over his shoulder. She climbed onto his back and they galloped around the house.

      “What on Oriceran is going on here?” Azure asked, taking the last step and striding into the living room.

      “It’s the best show,” Monet said, moving his feet to the side and motioning for Azure to join him. “Come here and watch. Gillian is the beast who frightens this young witch, and Ever is the one who saves her. Neither wanted to play, but who could tell that sweet kiddo no?”

      Ever lowered Mage Lenore to the ground, and she looked at Azure with her big brown eyes.

      “Mage Lenore, you said you’d tell me how to cure those infected in Virgo. Can you tell me that now?” she asked the little girl, feeling very silly for directing such a huge question to a kid.

      “I wish I could, but I’ve got to go do my chores now. Playtime is over. My chores will take most of the day to complete, but after that I could share it with you,” the child said.

      “Well, what if we all pitched in to help you with your chores? Together we could get them done faster, and then you can tell me.” Azure looked to Ever and Gillian, who agreed with a nod.

      “Yes, that would be good. I could stay and take care of Monet. He needs me to rap him in the head three times a minute, administer barley weeds every thirty minutes, and tell him what’s good for him every hour,” Mage Lenore said, sounding strangely like the oldest witch in existence with those words.

      “You have your hands full,” Azure said with a laugh.

      “I think I feel better,” Monet said, making to stand up.

      “You stay still,” Mage Lenore pointed at him, a warning in her voice. She turned back. “I need you three to weed the garden, feed the animals, milk the goats, collect firewood, and pick cucumbers, berries, and some dill weed for lunch. Once you’ve done all that, you can return and I’ll tell you what you want to know over sandwiches.”

      Azure agreed with a nod, turning for the door. She was shocked that a little girl did all those chores by herself most days.

      “Oh, and…” the young girl added innocently, making the three turn back to her. “Stay away from the Howling Willow. I’d hate to have to bury one of you on the Mountain of Truth.”

      A shiver ran over Azure’s arms as she nodded. It had something to do with being threatened by a mostly innocent-appearing child.
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        * * *

      

      “Who saw that shit coming?” Azure asked as they trudged around the back of the house to the gardens and stables.

      “Not me,” Ever said, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “I’m not sure I would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” Gillian said.

      Azure pulled on a pair of gloves she’d found in the gardening shed, grateful that soon she’d have her hands in the dirt. This would be calming for her. She always felt at peace when toiling away in the gardens. “Do you think she changes every day?”

      Ever nodded. “That must be the key to how she’s lived so long. Every day she cycles through her life again, and therefore she doesn’t really age.”

      “It must be the magic from the Howling Willow,” Azure guessed, kneeling and starting to pull weeds from the closest bed.

      “Yes, I think you’re probably right. It must make its guardian special in that way,” Gillian said, turning to pluck berries from the vines and drop them into a basket.

      “How did Monet get out of chores, like always?” Azure asked, pulling a stubborn set of weeds from the ground.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Mage Lenore is going to be pretty demanding on him. You think I would have acted like a werecat if I’d had a choice?” Gillian said.

      “She has all of her powers even as a child, doesn’t she?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, it’s quite bizarre,” Gillian replied.

      Azure pulled her gaze from the dirt. Behind her Ever stood tall, his eyes on the Howling Willow in the distance. The chimes’ music rang from the tree again—no more howling.

      “Hey! Is there a reason we’re doing all the work while you stand in a trance?” Azure asked.

      He glanced at her, shaking his head as if to dispel a vision. “No. Sorry. I was just lost in thought.”

      “Well, get lost in helping us. I want to get this stuff done so we can be on our way. This is all fascinating, but I need to find the Book of Branches and return to Virgo with a cure,” Azure said as a fairy flew over a row of plants in the distance.

      “Yes, the Book of Branches. That’s our next mission, and I fear it will be even more complex than this one,” Gillian said, popping a raspberry into his mouth. His face puckered from its sourness.

      “More complex than the Mountain of Truth and a woman who cycles through her various ages daily? Oh man, fuck my life,” Azure said with a laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Late in the afternoon the three returned to the house. They were sweaty, their mouths parched for water.

      To Azure’s relief, Monet was up and setting the table when they entered the house.

      “Oh, look who is all better!” she exclaimed as she set a basket of cucumbers on the table.

      “Yes, and I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t eat anything with milk in it for the rest of my life,” he said, placing a fork and napkin next to each plate.

      “What about Cheetos?” Ever asked, adding his dill harvest to Azure’s cucumbers.

      Monet scoffed. “I said no milk. I didn’t say no fun.”

      “I’m sorry to inform you, but—”

      “But forks go on the left,” Azure said, cutting Gillian off and giving him a measured glare. Monet was having a hard time, and didn’t need to learn yet that Cheetos were off-limits too.

      “Oh, right,” Monet said, looking apologetic.

      “Monet, are you all right?” Azure asked, inquiring more into his mental state rather than his physical wellbeing.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just that—”

      “Is that lot back?” Mage Lenore’s voice boomed from the other side of the kitchen door. She didn’t sound like a sweet child anymore, but rather like an angry adult.

      “Yes,” Monet said, sounding completely beaten down.

      The door to the kitchen swung open and a woman in white slacks and a navy-blue blazer strode forward. She had a pinched look, and her hair was slicked back into a low ponytail. “It took you all long enough to complete the chores. I could have done the work myself just as fast. Do you three share a brain, or did you all just loaf under the Howling Willow and share a bottle of the cooking sherry?”

      Azure’s eyes widened as she stared at the woman, who resembled both the child from this morning and the old woman from last night. However, this woman was more beautiful than either, with her mature features, and yet she had a stern look on her face as if something was bothering her greatly. “Uhhh… Mage Lenore. We brought the items you requested.” Azure waved her hand at the fruit, vegetables and herbs on the table.

      “That only proves you’re not a complete imbecile,” she said, flicking her wand at the table of food. It transformed into a platter of cream cheese and cucumber sandwiches and a bowl of berry and mint salad. “Oh, and for you, Monet.” She twirled her wand again and a plate of dry toast appeared on his place mat.

      “Oh, yum.” Monet’s tone lacked enthusiasm.

      “Now go and wash up, all of you. I don’t have all afternoon to wait around for you,” Mage Lenore said tersely.

      “No, I guarantee you she doesn’t,” Monet whispered in Azure’s ear as he turned her around and led her toward the sink in the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      Azure and the three men returned to the table with their hands washed, but Mage Lenore wasn’t anywhere to be found. Instead they found a note that read:

      “Go ahead and eat. I was quite tired, and have settled down for my late-afternoon nap. I’ll see you just before you head off.”

      “Head off? It’s getting late. She expects us to hike down the mountain a few hours before sunset?” Azure stared at her cucumber sandwich, not sure she could eat it. Her stomach rumbled with nerves. They’d spent a whole day at Mage Lenore’s house and were no closer to finding a cure for her people or the Book of Branches.

      “Just between you and me,” Monet leaned down low, his voice a whisper, “that bitch is messed up in the head. She berated me for over an hour about my green hair, telling me that it meant I was destined to be mischievous and disregard rules. Like, tell me something I don’t know.”

      “You mustn’t disrespect a mage. She’s complex, and we can’t assume we know what she’s been through or why she’s the way she is.” Gillian spooned berry salad onto his plate.

      “Yeah, if I had been cursed to guard a tree for all of eternity and cycle through my stages each day I’d probably be pretty bitchy too,” Ever contributed.

      There was that word again. “Cursed.” Twice it had been used when discussing things that shouldn’t be considered curses. Azure was human. Why did that mean she was cursed? Mage Lenore had been chosen to protect the last howling willow. These were gifts, weren’t they? Perspective had to be key here, she thought.

      “Okay, well, since we’re headed out of here soon, let’s discuss where we are headed,” Azure said, stirring her salad with her fork, still not interested in eating.

      “It will take the rest of the day to get down the Mountain of Truth,” Ever said.

      “Great. That will put us in the goblin city at the base of the mountain by sunset. Sounds like we will all be roasting over an open fire by the time the stars are out,” Monet said, eyeing his dry toast like it had offended him somehow.

      “Well, I can tell you that the Book of Branches is located in a mountain just north of here,” Gillian said.

      “Fucking brilliant. There are only a dozen mountains north of this one,” Monet said, sounding extra grumpy.

      Gillian held up a fat finger. “Yes, but only one is covered in bluebonnet flowers.”

      “So?” Monet asked, drawing out the one word.

      “So, the mountain where the Book of Branches can be found is covered in these wildflowers. It should be fairly easy to spot this mountain from the valley floor, because it’s rumored to appear blue from afar,” the gnome offered proudly.

      “Well, that only means it will take us about half my life to find this bogus mountain,” Monet said, shoving back from the table.

      “Don’t be absurd, Monet. You’re going to live many centuries,” a voice said from the living room.

      The group turned to find the older woman who had served them dinner last night.

      “Mage Lenore,” Azure said, relief flooding her voice. She pushed away from the table and rushed over to the woman. Her kind eyes were a welcome sight after meeting the demanding child and disapproving adult.

      “Yes, child. And now you’ve discovered secrets that no other knows. It makes every day unique and binds me to the Howling Willow. The moment I leave the Mountain of Truth, I’ll age rapidly and soon die,” the old witch said, a new sadness in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Mage Lenore. What can we do?” Azure asked.

      “Oh, this is a fate I’ve accepted, and I wouldn’t give it up. Not yet, anyway. But having your company was nice for me, so thank you. And now it’s my turn to return the favor.” Mage Lenore waved the guys over from the table, encouraging them to gather around her. She turned back to Azure when everyone was shoulder to shoulder. “I’ll offer you two bits of knowledge that will help you save the people of Virgo and also stop the tyranny in the Land of Terran. None of what I offer you is a guarantee, but rather, if used with great determination, it will help you to persevere.”

      Azure sucked in a breath, her nervous eyes meeting Ever’s for a moment. He understood her stress, judging by the tentative look on his face. Why couldn’t this damn witch just give her answers rather than riddles?

      “Queen Azure, the only way to heal those in the kingdom of Virgo of this virus is through a human,” she said, and then sucked in a breath, as if waiting for the questions to begin.

      “What? The humans? But they won’t help us. They’re the ones who created this virus,” Azure said, her voice bordering on yelling.

      “That may be true, but it is through our enemies that we must find solutions,” Mage Lenore said, her warm brown eyes lighting up.

      “Look, I traveled all this way for answers, and you’re telling me I need to turn to my enemies for a cure? That’s not helpful at all.”

      “I can see that from your perspective it would seem unhelpful, but I promise that answers are found on the journey, not from being handed a solution. Give a man the truth and he will discard it in the ocean. Make him discover the truth on his own, and he will know it all his life.” The old woman pulled her wand from the pocket of her apron and assessed the group.

      “Can’t you tell me something more specific?” Azure asked, frantic that she’d wasted all this time on a wild goblin chase.

      “I cannot. Now, I believe you’re also looking for the Book of Branches. I’m not going to tell you where you can find that ancient book,” the witch said, waving her wand back and forth in a rhythmic fashion.

      “So, more awesome reasons we trekked out here, then?” Monet said, his tone about as angry as Azure felt.

      “No, I’m going to do one better,” Mage Lenore said, with a smile. “I’m going to send you to the cave.” She swiped her wand through the air and the four disappeared.
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      The group spiraled through purple mists and shadowy clouds until they landed on uneven ground.

      “Is everyone okay?” Azure asked, pushing up from the ground and spitting out a bit of dirt. The surroundings spun in her vision for a moment before righting themselves. She saw that the others were starting to stand too.

      Azure wiped her hands across her eyes, trying to clear the blur. “Where are we?” she asked, staring down at a mountainside bedecked with sapphire blue wildflowers.

      “I do believe this is Lancothy Mountain,” Gillian said at her side. “Which would make those the caves of Lancothy.” He spun around and pointed at a hole in the hillside above of them.

      “If you knew that, why didn’t you say so before?” Monet asked, shaking his head. He was a bit woozy from traveling a great distance in a single moment.

      “I didn’t know that before. I’ve never been here. However, now that I’m here, I know what this place is. I recognize the other mountains in relation to this one. And—”

      “Oh, more mysterious gnome navigation magic.” Monet cut him off, shaking his head at him.

      “So that’s the cave where the Book of Branches is buried?” Ever asked, pointing at the cave mouth only a switchback up from them. It wouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes to get there. The cave was located only about halfway up the mountain, but traveling here from the Mountain of Truth would have taken another day, if not two. Mage Lenore had saved them quite an effort by teleporting them here.

      “I guess so. It’s the only cave entrance I see.” Azure scanned the rest of the mountain. The top was a rocky table; it was missing its peak. Below them there were a few flat spots covered by large boulders that could be cave entrances. However, it made the most sense that the kind-of-helpful Mage Lenore had relocated them to a spot with the cave entrance just ahead.

      “Okay, well, let’s start this party.” Monet took off up the path that led to the cave.

      “Hold up,” Gillian requested, finding a seat on a nearby rock.

      Monet turned and looked at the gnome. “Hey, break time was back there at the wacky shack. Now it’s go time.”

      “And Queen Azure is going to go, but the three of us are going to hang back,” Gillian said to the young wizard.

      “I agree that strolling into a dark cave is really scary, but if you want me to hold your hand then I’ll totally do it, little guy,” Monet said, his tone mocking.

      Gillian shook his head. “Remember, Queen Azure, when I first told you about the Book of Branches?”

      “Yes, you said it detailed the different tribes of the dryads and that there would be information about the rogue dryads in there,” she said, remembering the conversation they’d had as they hiked to Virgo from the ocean.

      “Yes, and I told you I knew where to look for the Book of Branches, and that you had the key to finding it.” Gillian pulled his hat off his bald head and wiped his brow.

      “Point. Get to the fucking point,” Monet said.

      “The point is that Queen Azure is the only one who can enter the caves of Lancothy,” Gillian said, sliding the bowler back onto his head.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? All things you could have said before I dirtied my robes on this venture.” Monet dusted his sleeves, his face pinched with anger.

      “I knew she’d need our help to find the cave entrance, so stop complaining,” Gillian said.

      “Wait. Why can’t you all go with me?” Azure asked.

      Gillian cleared his throat. “I haven’t been entirely upfront with you.”

      “Shocking,” Monet grumbled.

      The gnome ignored him. “That cave leads to an underground city that most have never seen. One can only venture into the kingdom of Lancothy if they were born there, or are royalty. Those species who signed the treaty decided long ago that the only way to ensure that the people in Lancothy were abiding by the laws set forth by that doctrine was if they could visit the land every now and then. You see, because it is afraid of prejudice, the kingdom of Lancothy has been closed to outsiders for as long as anyone remembers. However, the law states that those of royal blood may pass into it.”

      “What exactly is Azure going to find in this underground secret city?” Monet asked, crossing his arms on his chest.

      “It’s not considered an especially dangerous place,” Gillian said, his face flushing pink.

      “Come off it, gnome! Why would the people of Lancothy suffer from prejudice? What’s up with these strange cave people?” Monet said, strangely sounding protective of Azure.

      “The only ones allowed in the kingdom of Lancothy besides royalty are wereanimals,” Gillian said.

      The group exchanged uncomfortable looks, no one knowing how to respond to such a strange statement.

      Gillian looked at Azure. “There’s a library in the center of the city, I believe. That’s where you’ll find the Book of Branches. However, you’ll have to steal it, because finding the information within the pages would take too long, and they’d never allow you to take the book from their city.”

      “You’re asking her to steal a book?” Monet said, turning to Ever for backup. Monet looked more livid than Azure had seen him in a while.

      “Yes, and not only that, you should pull your hood up to cover your face. Your royal blood allows you to venture into the city, since the magic was set up by the treaty. However, there are still many in Lancothy who don’t take kindly to those who are different from them. They don’t care about breaking our laws, and might harm you,” Gillian said, his tone too serious.

      “Oh, my Merlin! This is fucking ridiculous! Now she has to sneak into unpleasant territory and steal a book! No. Just fucking no!” Monet threw his hands in the air.

      “Monet.” Azure turned to him, her voice calm. “I’ll be fine. I’ll lay low. I’ve got my wand, and I’ll get in and out of there without being detected. Mage Lenore wouldn’t have sent me here if she thought I would be in real danger.”

      “Oh, fuck. Now you’re putting stock in that nutty woman? Trust a gnome and a witch who is having a midlife crisis. Smart, Queen Loony,” Monet said, starting to pace.

      “Well, if you’re concerned, Azure doesn’t have to go alone.” Ever stepped forward, a sly smile on his face.

      “Oh wait, are you royalty and conveniently forgot to tell us? Prince of the Light Elves, huh?” Monet put venom in his words.

      “No, I’m a commoner, but I think I could pass as a wereanimal,” Ever said, spreading his fingers wide at his side. Sparks flew back and forth between Ever and the bluebonnets, creating a stream of light that flowed to his hands, then traveled up his arms and over his chest. Magical symbols rose to the surface of his skin as his eyes glowed brightly.

      A moment later the light and symbols faded, but the victorious look on Ever’s face remained.

      “Uhhh, that was a cool trick, but you look nothing like a tiger or giraffe or whatever animal you were trying to disguise yourself as. You do look a bit like a monkey, but that’s nothing new.” Monet shook his head at Ever, obviously not okay with the current predicament.

      “Turning myself into a real wereanimal would be nearly impossible with either human or Light Elf magic. However, if I’m correct in my assumption, wereanimals give off a certain pheromone, right?” He turned to Gillian for confirmation.

      The gnome rested his chin on his hand and thought for a moment. “Yes, that’s correct. I believe they have a pheromone that is unique to them, and which they emit no matter what animal they happen to be.”

      “And you’ve now magically drenched yourself in wereanimal stink, is that it?” Monet asked, not looking convinced.

      “Yes, and that should, if my assumption is correct, be enough to fool the magical guards at the entrance to the cave, allowing me passage. There must be a protective barrier which only allows those of wereanimal or royal blood to pass, right, Gillian?” Ever asked.

      “Yes, that’s a correct assumption,” the gnome said.

      “What if someone asks you to transform? What if that’s a test to get into the city?” Azure asked, sharing Monet’s skepticism.

      “I don’t know much about the underground city of Lancothy, but I do believe that it’s considered a safe place for wereanimals. They are supposed to be free to be whoever they choose when in the city. However, I think that you shouldn’t advertise those Light Elf ears,” Gillian said.

      “Good idea. Transformisanje uši.” Azure pointed her wand at Ever.

      His pointy ears softened, rounding on the top. Ever’s hands flew to them, a grimace tightening his face. “I could have done that myself.”

      “Yes, but when you do it on Earth you always shrink your ears. They don’t look as natural as the transformation I’ve done,” Azure said proudly.

      Monet stepped forward and elbowed Ever in the side. “See, she can be a real bi—”

      “Do not finish that sentence if you desire to keep your wits about you,” Gillian threatened, his hands fisted on his hips.

      “What? I was going to say beauty. Azure is a real beauty. The biggest, most insufferable beauty I’ve ever met,” Monet said, covering his laughing mouth.

      “And you’re a real dick, Monet.” Azure found herself laughing too, but it was mostly due to the nerves now buzzing in her chest. She lifted her head to gaze at the cave entrance just above them.

      “Here, take my robes just in case, for extra coverage,” Monet said, throwing his mint green robes at Ever. He caught them and nodded his appreciation, pulling the robes on and angling the hood over his head.

      Monet strolled over to a cluster of green plants and snipped off a few sprigs of rosemary. He handed it to Azure, who took it with a look of surprise. “Rub that on your arms and neck. The robe will keep you covered, but that will hide your smell.”

      Azure smiled admiringly, doing as Monet had instructed.

      “We will stay in that clump of trees, Queen Azure.” Gillian pointed to a stand of oak trees just a bit down the mountain. The wizard and gnome would be shielded from view there.

      “Okay, well, we will be back as soon as we can,” Azure said, swallowing a lump in her throat.

      “Please do. I only stole one bottle of wine from Mage Lenore, and when it’s gone then I am too,” Monet said, striding for the trees.

      “You what?” Gillian asked, running after the wizard.

      Monet turned, a triumphant smile on his face. “Just kidding!”

      “Oh, thank heavens.” Gillian threw his hands to his head, relief relaxing his face.

      Monet crossed his hands, reaching into either side of his robe. “I actually stole two bottles of wine.” He held two wine bottles over his head. “You didn’t think I’d leave you high and dry? Get it? We’re on a mountain, and you—”

      Gillian swung around to face Azure. “Hurry!” he said, cutting Monet off. “Before I kill him.”
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      Azure stared into the blackness of the cave. In the distance, water could be heard dripping. The smell of bat shit and stale air wafted to the surface on a draft.

      “It’s probably time to mention that I loathe caves.” Azure turned to Ever, a frustrated look on her face.

      “Is it the dark, or the claustrophobic aspect?” he asked, tension written in his eyes.

      “The ground is slippery as fuck. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve landed on my ass when exploring the caves around Virgo.” Azure lifted her wand and a light flickered above the tip, illuminating the inside of the cave. The walls were rough in places and smooth in others.

      “Well, it looks as though this cave slants up, so maybe that will make the footing a bit easier,” Ever said, pointing at the path within the cave.

      Azure agreed with an uneasy nod. “Okay, let’s go steal a book.”

      The temperature dropped as soon as they entered the cave. Azure pulled her robes tighter around her throat and made sure that the hood hung low over her face. The pair hiked in silence for several minutes, focusing their senses on their surroundings. Bats’ wings flapped overhead, but thankfully the creatures stayed attached to the ceiling where they belonged. Azure appreciated all creatures, but there was something about bats that felt unnatural. Like, literally they were unnatural. The animals had come over from Earth, and when magic was used on them by a witch or wizard, as had happened several times, the bat disappeared and the person transformed into a bloodthirsty monster.

      Currently there weren’t any known vampires on Oriceran because of the scare that happened several centuries ago when their population grew and they savagely attacked witches and wizards. Bats had been cursed to live in the caves after that, and most knew not to risk magic in their vicinity.

      “Are the bats making you nervous?” Ever asked, breaking the silence.

      Azure drew in a long breath, her wand now clenched between her teeth, light radiating from its end to illuminate their way. The climb had quickly turned steeper, requiring that she use her hands to help pull herself upward. “No, but if something does happen to me, I expect you to put me out of my misery.”

      “Then you’re not of the mind that vampires can be rehabilitated?” Ever’s voice had a teasing quality.

      “If there ever was a case, it wasn’t documented,” Azure said, panting. Ahead a light shimmered. And there was a sound…

      “Is that a bird singing?” Azure asked.

      Behind her Ever paused, listening. “Yes, that does sound like a songbird. Also, I hear a few other animal noises, but farther away. In the city, I think.”

      “We’re in the right place then,” Azure said, feeling confident. Just then a bat dove for her face and she screamed, losing her footing and sliding down several steps. Her feet rammed into Ever’s head, and he grabbed her leg and pinned her to the rock before she fell farther down.

      Ragged breath heaved in Azure’s chest. She kept her face close to the rock under her, aware that there were several bats above her. If she used magic in their presence they could swoop down into the magical force, which would bind the bat to her, making the two one. And poof! She’d be a blood sucking vampire who could infect her people. That story never turned out well.

      “Are you okay?” Ever asked, his voice quiet.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. We’re almost to the top, I think,” she said, pulling herself up with her arms before securing her feet back on the ground. Once she had climbed a bit, she pulled herself closer to the rock wall, using her legs more and moving faster than before.

      Azure’s hands searched above her for a hold. They were almost vertical now and the light and sounds were more intense, which meant they were almost to the kingdom of Lancothy…hopefully.

      A sharp rock found its way under Azure’s fingers. She secured both hands on it and pulled herself up, climbing using her hips. Her chin rose over the surface of a flat rock at the top of the path. Azure scrambled upward, not stopping until she was resting on the flat surface. She turned, holding out a hand to Ever, who gladly took it.

      She tugged hard, and Ever flew up and rammed into Azure. She fell back, knocking her head into the other side of the cave wall. A cluster of bats bolted off the ceiling high above them, flying down through the cave where the magicians had come in. Azure buried her head in her arms, aware that it was bleeding from the contact with the wall.

      When the sound of flapping wings had died, Azure lifted her head to find Ever staring at her from only a few feet away. The light of her wand had been extinguished, and now it lay beside her. She picked it up, noticing that there was a new light. Ever’s eyes were resting on something at Azure’s back. She turned around, and the sight before her stole her breath.

      Stumbling to her feet, Azure realized they were at the mouth of the cave. They stood on a rocky cliff overlooking a sprawling city below. Large regal buildings sat in the middle of the city while smaller buildings and pathways circled the center. Around the edges, similar to the layout of Virgo, were cottages and farms. And on the far side were sharp green ridges. The light that filtered through and illuminated the city came from overhead as well as the far side of cavern.

      “We’re inside a mountain. Why does it feel like we’re not?” Azure asked, staring at the city several hundred feet below them.

      “It appears they built their city inside the mountain, but its peak was blown off by a volcano. I bet that’s what hollowed out the mountain,” Ever said, studying the city.

      “And the light over there?” Azure pointed to the far side of the city where strange light streamed in through several large slits.

      “It looks like they’ve carved out different light sources.”

      “And that sunlight must be why the inside walls of the mountain are now covered in green grass,” she said, observing the ridges on the far side of the city.

      “It’s like they’ve created their own ecosystem inside this mountain. Pretty incredible.” Ever was studying the ledge they stood on.

      “Is that a ladder?” Azure asked, gesturing at the indentions carved into the cliff next to their ledge.

      “I believe so. Apparently there’s no easy way into the city of Lancothy,” Ever said, crouching.

      “Unless you have wings.” Azure pointed to the gigantic hole above the city where a few winged creatures soared. They were as large as harpies, but not as grotesque. They had the head and wings of an eagle, but the large body of a human. They glided through the air, back and forth, flying lower to the city.

      “Wereeagles,” Ever said, his voice full of astonishment. “I’d only ever heard rumor of them before.”

      “I’m thinking we’re about to see many things that were only rumors before today.” Azure angled around Ever, finding the first rung of the ladder. She should go first, although the idea of descending this ladder while completely vulnerable was her least favorite idea in a hundred years. Still, there didn’t seem to be an alternate route into the city, and she needed to go first, since this was her mission. Ever was here to help if things went awry.

      Azure chanced a glance up and instantly regretted it. From where they hung upside down on the ceiling near the cave’s mouth, several beady-eyed bats stared back at her. Azure took the ladder faster, aware that the shadows of the wereeagles overhead intermittently shrouded them with darkness.

      Ever descended as well, but like her he often stopped, gauging their surroundings. When they reached the bottom of the ladder there would be another challenge. Azure saw that the ladder ended in a lush green pasture where animals of many sorts seemed to be grazing or gathering. From this distance she wasn’t able to make out details; she was mostly concerned with getting to the bottom before being picked off by a wereeagle. Maybe they were the guards for Lancothy?

      “We’re almost there,” Azure said in a reassuring voice to herself and to Ever.

      “Yes, but I’m less worried about entering Lancothy than exiting it,” he said.

      Azure realized what he meant immediately. Getting into the city was one thing, but to escape after stealing a book, they’d have to climb this long ladder back to the cave mouth. Talk about being a sitting duck for capture! Even though she was Queen of Virgo, she wouldn’t be pardoned for stealing from a protected city.

      Relief flooded Azure’s chest when her boot hit the firm ground. She backed away, making space for Ever to disembark from the stone ladder.

      “We came a long way,” he said breathlessly, staring up at the ledge several hundred feet above them.

      “And we have quite a way to go.” Azure turned and stared at the city center far in the distance. The library would no doubt be close to the middle of the city.

      The pair glanced at the animals in the pastures around them. They resembled goats, cows, and horses, but there was something off about them. Azure tried not to stare, afraid that they’d charge her. Ever seemed to agree, and intently kept his focus on the path under their feet.

      After a few minutes they reached a cobblestone walkway that led to the city. When she looked up, Azure noticed wereanimals in the distance. Some stood outside their cottages, beating dust out of rugs or collecting firewood from the sides of the houses. Azure saw the clothed furry bodies, long snouts, and sharp teeth of the surrounding citizens. She kept her eyes forward, trying to go unnoticed as they bustled along.

      In a yard in front of a cottage, two children were playing with a ball. They threw it back and forth, their bushy fox tails flying in the wind as they ran and caught the ball in their mouths. However, they moved like people, homo erectus. They were human, and yet animal. They were both at once, not wholly one or the other that switched between forms, as she’d expected.

      “They’re so strange,” Azure said, her voice barely audible.

      “Now we understand why they live underground and are afraid of prejudice,” Ever said, his voice just loud enough for Azure to hear it.

      The smells and sounds of the bustling city grew stronger, and Azure soon saw the low wall that surrounded the outskirts of the city. She held her breath as they came to an archway where a weretiger leaned against the brick wall smoking a pipe. Azure and Ever brushed past the tiger, who was dressed in a ragged t-shirt and frayed jeans. The tiger growled as they passed him.

      “What’s under the hood, Little Miss Riding Hood?” the weretiger called to them, making Azure freeze.

      She kept her back to the weretiger, aware that she’d held her breath. “I’m…” Her voice trailed away as she caught Ever’s eyes. His face was mostly covered by the hood of his robes, but she could make out his gaze. It was intently directed at an open-air market ahead. Stalls stood side by side, circling the city. The cluster of dealers with their tapestries and racks of clothes would make a good place for them to hide. Azure gave him a curt nod.

      “You’re what exactly?” the weretiger said. “Because you smell like a witch.”

      Azure could take down her hood and announce who she was, but it was too early for that. She needed to get closer to the city center. Drawing attention now might reveal Ever’s disguise. Besides, she didn’t like the tone in this weretiger’s voice.

      “I’m…” Azure couldn’t come up with a believable enough lie.

      “She’s wearing one of my new essential oils,” a voice said beside Azure. She felt a hand grab her forearm, nails piercing through her robes into her skin.

      Azure sucked in a breath and looked down into the bright green eyes of a werecat. They were human eyes like hers, surrounded by the hairy face of a cat. She was gray-and-white-striped, and wore a long black toga over her body. Her pointy ears were pierced by silver rings.

      “Yes, dear. I apologize, but that scent doesn’t mix with your chemistry. Come along to my stall with your companion. I’ll make you a new batch,” the werecat said, her eyes encouraging. She stood a foot shorter than Azure, but had a bold confidence that made her appear larger.

      “Laurel, what are you doing?” the weretiger asked, his voice hot.

      The werecat flipped her head around and hissed. “I’m helping one of my patrons. You know as well as Lorde that I’m losing business, just like most of the other vendors in the market. Why don’t you leave me be so I can ensure my customer goes away happy?”

      “Lorde will hear about this,” the weretiger said, his tone punishing.

      “I’m sure he will.” The werecat whirled away, her claws still in Azure’s arm. “Come along, Miss.”

      Azure, with zero choice in the matter, followed the werecat. Ever gave her a look of reassurance as his blue eyes studied the wereanimal.

      “Where are you taking me?” Azure dared to ask the werecat.

      “Shush now, witch. You aren’t safe here.” The werecat dragged Azure through the market, where normal-looking people stood selling and buying various items alongside wereanimals of every species. They sped down rug-lined aisles, ignoring the calls of vendors offering samples of lotions, soaps, breads, and fruits. “My booth is just up here.”

      Azure nodded as the werecat’s claws retracted and released her. Continuing to follow her, they entered a stall where low tables were covered with squat bottles marked with different emotions. “Happy,” “Inspired,” and “Energized.”

      The werecat pulled open a drape at the back and ushered Azure and Ever through to a small closet enclosed by more cloth. The voices and smells of the market trespassed easily into the space.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing here?” the werecat asked, turning and pressing her back to the opening they’d just came through.

      “I’m Queen Azure of Virgo. I’m allowed into the kingdom of Lancothy. And this is—”

      “Yes, technically you’re allowed here and should be protected. However, we’re having a revolution. It isn’t safe for you here right now. You must leave immediately,” the werecat told her, drawing her paw to her mouth and biting at her claws.

      “Wait! A revolution? What’s happening?” Azure slid her eyes to the right, giving Ever a curious glance.

      “Our current government is being overthrown by Lorde and his gang.” She dropped her paw, frustrated. “Neither is correct. The government is meek and only wants us to live safely inside this mountain. However, Lorde is seeking to overthrow them and wants to battle anyone who isn’t a wereanimal. Whereas the current government is afraid of prejudice, Lorde wants to fight it.”

      “But the treaty!” Azure said. “He can’t.”

      The werecat nodded, seeming to understand, but the pained look on her face said it didn’t matter. “I’m Laurel, and I sell essential oils in the city of Lancothy.”

      “Thank you for rescuing us back there,” Azure said and held out a hand to Ever, who lowered his hood. “This is my friend, who is not a wereanimal either.”

      Laurel drew in a gasp, shock making her eyes widen. “Not a wereanimal? I never would have guessed. You smell authentic to me.”

      Ever turned and winked at Azure. “Looks like I still got it.” He looked back at Laurel and bowed. “Ever, at your service.”

      If the werecat could have blushed, she probably would have. Instead, she batted her long eyelashes. Regaining her composure, she cleared her throat. “What are you two doing here? If Lorde or one of his cronies catches you, you’ll be dead.”

      “Laurel, we need to get into your library. There’s a book we need to…borrow,” Azure said, choosing her last word carefully.

      “I knew there was a reason I was late to the market today,” Laurel said, a small smile on her cat face.

      “Does that mean you’ll help us?” Azure asked, aware that a great disturbance was happening in the market outside.

      “Yes, of course I’ll help. I know our library well, having spent every spare second there. What book are you looking for?”

      Azure chanced a glance at Ever. There was something too easy about this. Seeming to read her hesitation he stepped forward. “Why are you so willing to help us, Laurel?”

      “Because, well, if I don’t then you’ll be murdered. And also because, unlike those in my city, I don’t believe that witches, Light Elves, or humans are inherently bad. I think that if we’re given half a chance, we might all get along. Embrace our differences.”

      “You know what species we are?” Ever asked, intrigued.

      “Yes, I can smell it on Queen Azure, and as a cat I can see past the glamour the witch did on you,” she said.

      To this Ever turned and pursed his lips at Azure. “Told you I should have been the one who fixed my ears.”

      “We need to move now or risk being found,” Laurel said, cutting in. “We can get to the library, but stay close. Hopefully we’ll arrive there in one piece.”

      Laurel went to the fabric wall on the far side of the closet stall and gathered the hem at the bottom in her hand. She turned her cat face up and stared at Azure and Ever. “Each vendor has a private area like this at the back of their stall. They are connected and divided by cloth. We’re going to squeeze through until we are in the city center. Then we will run like hell. Got it?”

      Azure and Ever nodded.

      “Okay, hoods up. And if you see a large werebear you should run for your life, but it’ll probably be too late,” Laurel said, yanking the fabric up and dashing underneath.
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      Azure ducked under the fabric, with Ever just behind her. Each stall had differently patterned fabric sectioning it off, as well as strange smells and noises. At least a few were occupied.

      “Excuse me! Coming through,” Laurel called, sprinting to the other side of the closet space, pushing around the vendors enjoying croissants on a break or taking a nap in a chair.

      Azure offered an apologetic smile when a werelion or weresnake pivoted its head to watch her trespass across their stall.

      There were sounds of a growing disturbance in the market. Azure pretended that the yelling and sounds of booths being destroyed had nothing to do with her, but she knew that was a futile attempt at innocence.

      “We’re coming to the end of the market,” Laurel said over her shoulder.

      Azure swallowed and tried to imagine what dashing through the open paths of the city would feel like. Maybe she should throw off her hood and declare she was the queen of Virgo, visiting to ensure that order was being maintained. However, based on what Laurel had told her, she didn’t think that the intimidation would matter much to this Lorde guy.

      The light from the city shone through the last curtained wall. Laurel held it up and Azure and Ever crouched to slide under it, then straightened as Laurel joined them. They sprinted along a busy path, trying hard to slide around wereanimals of all types. Twice Azure turned back in the thick of the crowd to find Ever not there. Each time he appeared a moment later with a look of relief under his hood. Azure grabbed his hand the last time, pulling him in close to ensure they didn’t lose each other. They squeezed through the crowd toward a set of shops that were a stark contrast to the market they’d just escaped through. The buildings had straight lines, real walls, and a starched appearance.

      The look on Azure’s face must have spoken of her confusion.

      “These are the government buildings. The market is owned by the people, and is left to our design. The government takes care of everything else: laws, mail, banking, and the library.” Laurel pointed to a large building in the center that rose higher than all the rest, although it was quite skinny in comparison. “That’s the library. Come on, we can slip in through the back.”

      The werecat grabbed Azure’s arm and pulled her with impressive strength through the narrow alleyways between the stone buildings. It was more claustrophobic in the clean alleys than it had been in the back closets of the open-air market for some reason, but soon they came to a set of steps that led down into the basement of a building. Laurel ran down and stuck her claw into the lock of the door, jiggling it back and forth until a click greeted their ears.

      Ever still held Azure by the hand, and he pulled her through the door Laurel opened for them. The hallway was dark, but there was light at the far end. They sprinted after the werecat over slick floors, which were a strange contrast to all the places they’d been recently.

      “What book is it that you seek?” Laurel asked as they ran.

      “The Book of Branches,” Ever answered, his tone sharp.

      When they reached a set of stairs, Laurel turned and stared at the two. “Our library, I suspect, isn’t what you’re accustomed to.”

      “Why would you say that?” Azure asked.

      “Because I’ve read every book in it, and many detail how other libraries operate. My people have cut themselves off from others for too long. We do things…” Laurel trailed off, a new pain in her eyes.

      “What is it? What are you not saying?” Azure asked.

      “We do things wrong, Queen Azure.” Laurel turned and looked at the dark stairwell at her back. “However, I know exactly where the book you seek is, so follow me.”

      Azure nodded and turned to Ever, who looked more than cautious. They bounded up the staircase, which brought them into the narrow five-story-tall library. The walls were lined with shelves filled with books. However, the one thing the incredible library lacked was stairs leading to the books above the first level. There was only a single ladder on wheels that sat against one wall.

      “There’s one ladder to get to all these books?” Azure asked in disbelief.

      “Most here don’t read,” Laurel said, shaking her head with disappointment. Her eyes were aimed at the top of the library. “I’ll be right back. I know exactly where it is.”

      “Wait,” Azure said in a hushed voice. “You’re leaving us down here?”

      Laurel had grabbed the ladder and wheeled it to the shelves on the left side of the building. “Yes, but I’ll be back soon,” she said as she climbed up the ladder, her eyes pinned to the top.

      Azure turned to Ever. “Why do you have that stressed look on your face?”

      “Because I can hear someone very large coming,” he said, turning and facing the main entrance, which was just past the basement stairwell they’d entered the library from.

      Azure lifted her head. Laurel was quickly climbing the ladder, her chin held high. She was near the third level now.

      The front door to the library blasted open and a giant wind hit Ever and Azure in the face.

      “Sorry, Queen Azure, but you’ve got to go,” Ever said and reached out and pushed her hard toward the stairs that led to the basement. Azure stumbled forward and her foot caught on the first stair. She tumbled head over heels down the stairs, rolling until she hit the bottom.

      Her back screamed at her and her head was bleeding again. Fuck, Ever! What the fuck was that deranged hybrid’s problem?

      Azure rolled onto all fours and was about to scream up the stairs when a shadow cast her in darkness.

      “Where is she?” a gravelly voice asked.

      “You mean the intruder?” Ever’s voice rang down to where Azure was heaving rattled breaths. “I killed her.”

      “Who are you?” someone said.

      “I am Ever, a vampire who has come seeking your help.”

      A deep laugh echoed from the main floor. “There are no more vampires. You’re crazy. What are you? I smell that you’re were. What animal are you?”

      “I am not a were. I was once a bat, which is why you mistake my smell. I’m a vampire, and have come here to seek refuge with your people,” Ever said, his voice calm.

      “You must know that we won’t help a vampire. You aren’t like us. You’re the worst version of us. And what you do destroys our reputation,” the voice boomed.

      “That may be so, but I’m asking for your help. And in exchange for your cooperation, I’ll help you overthrow this government.”

      A short silence followed was followed by a creaking so loud Azure heard it from the stairwell. She hurried up the stairs, keeping her body low.

      “Who it that up on the ladder?” the deep voice asked.

      Azure stared out to see Laurel grab a large book from the fifth level of the shelves. With the book pressed to her chest, she hurried down the ladder.

      “Laurel, what are you doing?” the voice asked, bounding forward.

      Azure saw that the voice belonged to a huge bear who towered over Ever. The Light Elf had backed up and was using his arms as a shield. The bear leaned over Ever and hissed into his face.

      “If you’re a vampire, then prove it! Show me what you’re capable of,” the bear named Lorde growled.

      At the door Azure heard laughter. So they weren’t alone. Fucking awesome. She pulled her wand out and pointed at the bear. She’d only have one chance, and if she failed, then they all failed.

      She threw her wand in the air and muttered, “Palice.”

      A hundred bats flew down from the ceiling, covering the werebear’s face and circling his cronies by the door. Screaming followed the sound of bat wings. Azure heard footsteps and stood just in time to see Ever hurrying toward her with Laurel in tow. The gigantic bear, whose body was covered in armor, swung his huge paws around his head to knock away the bats. Soon he’d realize that they weren’t real.

      “This way!” Laurel said, speeding down the stairs in the opposite direction of the alley entrance. The hallway was almost pitch-black here, but they followed, pressed close to each other. After they heard a latch click, a door swung open. Azure felt a hand pull her forward.

      “We’re taking the underground passage. It will be safe for now, but real danger awaits us on the other end. I’m sorry, Queen Azure. This is the only way to get you out.” Laurel spoke into her ear from close by.

      Azure tried to speak, but instead only nodded.

      “I can see in the dark. Hold onto my hand, and the hand of your friend. We’ll make it through the tunnel and hope the sky isn’t bleeding when we surface,” Laurel said, closing the door behind them and taking her hand. Azure clamped onto Ever’s hand and turned to give him a reassuring look, but she couldn’t see a damn thing—she was blind down here. Thankfully they had a cat to lead them.
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      Laurel’s claws pierced Azure’s hand, but the queen didn’t let go. The sounds of ragged breaths and their feet slapping the floor were extra loud, because their hearing had gone into overdrive to make up for the blindness. If Azure had time, she would have pulled out her wand for light.

      They rounded a sharp corner and Azure’s knee connected with the wall, but she kept her complaint locked in her mouth.

      “Do you think Lorde will catch up?” Azure asked through panting breaths. “Could he be waiting for us wherever this ends?”

      “No,” Laurel said, pulling them around another turn. “I know the underground network better than him—he’ll be lost in no time. I’ll only take us to the top when we’re outside the city and close to the cave mouth.”

      Relief filled Azure. They were going to escape.

      “But you said that real danger was waiting for us at the other end. What does that mean?” Ever said from behind Azure.

      Laurel halted, and Azure ran right into her, but Ever slowed in time. In the pitch-black of the tunnels, the beating sounds of the city above them felt like a pulse. Two eyes lit up—Ever’s. The blue lights shone, making his face and theirs slightly visible. The effect didn’t seem to bother Laurel, who swallowed and turned her head to the ceiling.

      “We’re about to go through a trapdoor above. We’re far outside the city, which puts our lives in even more peril. We are safe outside during the day, but when the sky bleeds just before the sun sleeps, we all find safety inside our homes,” she said, her voice vibrating with fear.

      “Is it Lorde’s goons?” Azure asked, wondering what could be making the werecat shake. Her hand was still pressed into Azure’s arm.

      “No, these monsters scare even Lorde. You see, we as wereanimals have retained some of our humanity. However, there’s a pack of werewolves who live in the ridges around Lancothy, and they’ve gone feral,” Laurel said.

      “Werewolves? You’ve got to be kidding me,” Azure said, her soul stone growing hot on her chest suddenly. She pressed it between her fingers.

      “Can we stay here for the night?” Ever asked, his eyes still glowing.

      Laurel’s gaze darted to something over his shoulder. “I don’t think so. Lorde will continue to look for us. He’ll probably be taking refuge in these tunnels or the library since it’s not safe for anyone, even him, in the city after dark.”

      “Well, if we encounter a werewolf, what do we do?” Azure asked, taking her wand in her hand.

      “Do?” Laurel asked like that was the silliest question ever. She turned to a ladder that led to a trapdoor in the ceiling of the tunnel. “There is nothing you can do. You run like hell and pray that your death is swift and painless.”

      “Well, since I’m not the praying type I’ll just run.” Azure waited until Laurel was halfway up the ladder before she started to climb.

      Evening light made the green hills of the countryside glow yellow as they disembarked from the tunnel. They were far outside the city, and ahead of them Azure recognized the cave mouth through which they’d entered Lancothy. The sun couldn’t be seen since it had set, and the mountain walls only caught remnants of light from overhead where the peak was gone and through the fissures on the side. That was the western side of the mountain, Azure realized now, which allowed for more sunlight to be captured. It also created a strange effect as the waning sunlight filtered over the city and ridges.

      “Here, this is yours now.” Laurel thrust a leather-bound book with a thick spine into Azure’s hands. It smelled of dust, and the thick pages were yellowed from age.

      “Thank you,” Azure said, and then added, “For everything.”

      “Thank me when I get you out of Lancothy alive.” The werecat’s green eyes scanned the hills and stopped on a ridge to one side of them. They were roughly half a mile from the cave entrance.

      “I can hold the Book of Branches for you,” Ever said, extending his hand to Azure.

      She shook her head, although the book was large and took up a lot of room as she held it across her chest with one hand. This book was her responsibility, and the answers it held could potentially save her people.

      “Let’s go,” Laurel said, her eyes on the sky that could been seen through the fissures on the western side. “We don’t have long.”

      “What about you?” Azure asked as they set off in a quick trot. “Will it be safe for you to sleep in the cave tonight, or can the werewolves get in there?”

      Laurel’s eyes scanned the hills. The sky overhead was yellow mixed with burnt orange. “The werewolves were cursed long ago by a shaman and can’t enter the caves, leave Lancothy, or break into a dwelling of a wereanimal inside the kingdom.”

      “That’s why you all stay in at night,” Ever said, piecing it together.

      “Yes,” Laurel confirmed. “However, anything not behind closed doors is free game. And they’ve proven too many times that they will show no mercy.” A haunted expression lingered in Laurel’s eyes.

      “Well, I guess we should be grateful that the werewolves can’t leave Lancothy.” Azure noticed that the animals that had grazed these hills before were gone, presumably locked away for the night.

      “Grateful?” Laurel’s voice was loud with offense. “My people have been menaced by these werewolves for centuries. Do you know that I’ve never seen the night sky? Most in Lancothy haven’t. And we can’t kill the werewolves without destroying Lancothy.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any offense,” Azure said.

      Laurel shook her head. “No, I realize you didn’t. It’s just a sensitive subject. Long ago—when Lancothy was first established by our ancestors—two shamans came here. They warned us that cutting ourselves off from the rest of Oriceran civilization was wrong and unnatural. Our leader at the time, a werewolf, took great offense to this. He slaughtered one of the shamans. The other shaman demanded that we punish our leader, but our ancestors refused. The shaman cursed us all, saying that we had divided ourselves from Oriceran and therefore we’d remain divided inside the mountain of Lancothy. He turned all the werewolves feral. They now own the night, and we are given the day. If we try and hunt the werewolves, or even hurt them in defense of our own lives, the mountain of Lancothy will destroy itself. We can’t fight back, only hide. Therefore, the werewolves remain separated from us. We were afraid of living outside Lancothy because of prejudice, so the shaman said we would live only half-lives and the biggest danger would be ourselves.”

      A cold breeze swept across Azure’s neck. She shivered, and only realized that Laurel had halted when she’d taken several steps past her. “Laurel, is everything all right?” Azure asked, turning back to the werecat. Her sharp eyes were fixed on the sky.

      A vibrant red was taking over the sky where the orange had been.

      “Is that what you mean by the sky bleeding?” Ever asked.

      “Yes,” Laurel said, twisting around with violent fear in her eyes. “The werewolves have been invited out.”

      Azure shot her gaze to the green peaks bordering the cave. The ridges and peaks of the mountain were sharp, not rounded like the mountains around Virgo. To her relief, the area was empty save for the long green grass.

      “Come on. We don’t have far now.” Laurel indicated the area up ahead where the cave ladder was.

      A long and loud howl pierced the approaching night, sending a shock of fear down Azure’s spine. She tightened all over, and dared to look back at the mountains. Staring at them from the lowest ridge were five werewolves, their teeth bared. They were roughly a hundred yards away. The beasts were huge, easily the size of Lorde, but where he somewhat resembled a human in his features and posture, these werewolves were all animal. They stood on all fours with menace in their glowing yellow eyes.

      “Fuck my life,” Azure whispered, gripping the book tighter to her chest.

      “Run!” Laurel commanded, taking off at a sprint.

      Azure and Ever broke into a run behind the werecat, who was much faster than them. They heard something tearing after them a second later. When she glanced over her shoulder, Azure was stunned. The werewolves were fast, and had already cleared half the distance between them. She was still fifty yards from the cave wall.

      “Keep going!” Ever screamed.

      Azure realized he wasn’t running. She sprinted on, wondering what the hell he was doing, and kept moving even when the ground rippled under her feet. She turned back to find Ever facing the approaching werewolves with his hand outstretched. The ground under the werewolves buckled, throwing them off balance and in several different directions.

      “Come on!” Azure yelled to Ever, realizing he’d bought them some time. Some. Not a lot.

      She waved her wand at him and then her foot, muttering an incantation that would speed up their progress, then turned back around and sprinted faster than before. Laurel was already at the cave wall, but she wasn’t climbing. Instead, the werecat was pushing aside brush and rocks in a shallow depression in the rocky wall.

      “Help me!” Laurel screamed when Azure was only a few yards away, her feet on fire from the quick run.

      “What are you doing? The ladder!” Azure said, pointing to the wall beside them.

      “We’d never make it up in time, but there’s another trap door here that leads to a chute that will take us out of Lancothy. However, it hasn’t been used in several centuries, and plants have blocked it.” Laurel clawed at the vines and dirt obscuring the door.

      “Help her,” Azure ordered Ever, who had arrived beside her. A growl that was worse than any nightmare cut through the air. All three of them straightened, but only Azure dared to turn around.  Five black and gray werewolves stood only a few yards away, with a ravenous look in their eyes and their mouths dripping saliva.

      “Hurry,” Azure hissed, holding her wand at the ready. She could attack the werewolves with magic, but that would trigger the curse and cause Lancothy to destroy itself. With fear beating a drum in her head, she heard a voice in her head…her gran’s.

      “Don’t fight an army when you can pit them against each other,” the old witch said in Azure’s mind.

      The werewolves were watching her, waiting for the perfect moment to attack. Azure took a single step back, conscious that Ever and Laurel were trying to open the door. The werewolf at the front took a step in her direction, his head held high and murder in his black eyes. He had to be the alpha. Azure flicked her wand in the direction of the werewolf beside him and yelled, “Uvećanje!”

      The werewolf enlarged suddenly, his bones extending until he was taller than the alpha wolf. The beast hulked over the smaller werewolves.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” Ever asked at Azure’s back.

      “Creating a war,” Azure said breathlessly, her wand vibrating in her hand. Ever reached for her waist, yanking her back to the rock wall just as the gigantic werewolf lunged for her. She slammed into the rock, her left shoulder taking the impact. The werewolf loomed over her and Ever, the drool from his mouth landing at their feet. The beast’s canines were the size of her head, his breath was hot, and the growl in his throat sent violent shivers through Azure’s arms.

      The monster narrowed his eyes and opened his mouth to howl, but was suddenly knocked to the ground. The alpha wolf had crashed into the side of the enlarged animal. The pair rolled, and the other members of the pack jumped onto the gigantic werewolf.

      Ever pulled Azure away from the wall. Laurel yanked once at a door that had been revealed in the ground, but it still stuck. The werewolves yelped in pain. Frantically Laurel fought with the trapped door, and the rock wall vibrated from one of the werewolves being tossed into it. Azure chanced a glance at her back. Two of the werewolves had the large one cornered. One lay slain at his feet. A werewolf leapt for the larger one, but was knocked to the side immediately and joined its dead fellow on the ground. The other werewolf took off in a sprint for the mountains.

      The giant werewolf raised himself to his feet, narrowing his eyes in the direction of the three. He took a step forward, a growl reverberating from his throat.

      “Come on!” Azure yelled, realizing that they were moments away from being slaughter.

      The werewolf sank back on his haunches, his eyes crazy with hunger.

      The trap door flew back, sending Laurel back on her rear end. Ever dove forward, grabbing her and pushing her through the narrow tunnel. Laurel fell through and Ever slipped into the blackness after her. Azure raised her wand at the werewolf, who was about to attack. He sprang off the ground, soaring through the air at her. She shot a blast of wind out of her wand, knocking him back several feet, but he immediately scrambled to his feet. Azure didn’t chance another glance at him, but instead dove for the chute.
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      Azure picked up speed as she moved through the chute. It was like a slide, one covered in mud and rocks. Her heart met her throat as she went faster. After a sharp drop she hit the ground hard, bruising her tailbone. Her fingers and elbows had been ineffective at slowing her progress.

      And then bam. She rammed straight into something, halting immediately.

      “Ouch!” Ever said from in front of her.

      Not something. Azure had rammed into someone.

      “Fuck!” Azure tried to untangle her body from Ever’s. She attempted to push herself back up to get away from him, but they were fighting gravity.

      “This is where the chute ends, but the exit is blocked,” Laurel said breathlessly. “I’m trying to open it.”

      Azure raised her wand and lit the tip, sending light around the small tunnel. Ever’s eyes squinted at the sudden brightness.

      “That helps, thanks,” Laurel said, scratching at something in front of her. Ever was perched nearly on her back. They were all packed in tightly at the bottom of the slide.

      Azure lifted her wand to peer above them, but saw only the slanted dirt chute. “Well, at least we’re not going to be eaten alive by werewolves.”

      “What were you thinking, enlarging that werewolf?” Ever asked, still trying to dislodge himself.

      “I was thinking that if we attacked the werewolves then Lancothy would suffer, but if they attacked each other, the land would be safe,” Azure said. She felt like she was running out of air, and in a tight dirt tunnel that was a real possibility.

      “That was genius, actually,” Laurel said, continuing to claw at the ground under her, panting as she did.

      “Yeah, I’ll give it to you. That was smart. I thought you’d lost your mind,” Ever said.

      “Well, I have, obviously. However, I know that wolves are constantly fighting for pack order, so I turned the beta into a threat, banking that the alpha would find defending his position more important than feasting on us.” Her forehead was sweating—the temperature was rising in the chute.

      “Queen Azure, you are one savvy witch,” Ever said with a whistle.

      “Thanks, but unfortunately I did have to assault the gigantic werewolf with a bit of wind to escape,” she said.

      The scratching stopped. Laurel turned around. “You did what?”

      “Well, it was that or be eaten alive,” Azure said with a shrug. “What will happen to Lancothy?”

      “The same thing that’s happened every time we’ve attacked the werewolves,” Laurel said, her voice haunted.

      Azure was about to ask another question when the ground around them started to shake. Dirt sprinkled into their eyes and drifted into their mouths.

      “No,” Laurel cried, furiously scratching at the exit.

      “It’s an Oriceranquake,” Ever yelled, throwing his hands to the dirt above them. They were about to be buried alive.

      “No, it’s an assault on Lancothy. We have to get out of here. Outside the mountain, the quake won’t happen. This is the punishment for attacking a werewolf,” Laurel said, digging for the exit.

      If the quake was specific to the mountain, it would affect Gillian and Monet. The gnome would figure it out and get them down the mountain. Azure held her wand up and whispered an incantation that would reinforce the tunnel, but not for long. She considered using magical energy to explode the exit, but that could have serious repercussions. In the end, she decided to do the only other thing she thought might save them.

      “Help!” she screamed at top volume.

      “You have lost your mind,” Ever said, his arms lighting up as he drew in magic to reinforce the tunnel.

      “Monet! Help!” Azure screamed.

      “You’re betting a lot on thinking that he can hear you,” Ever said, shaking his head as symbols formed on his arms and neck.

      “He’s headed to the base, which is hopefully where this tunnel lets out,” Azure said, and drew in a deep breath. “Gillian! Monet! Help!”

      “You will remember this is a closed-in space and I have incredible hearing,” Ever remarked, clapping his hands over his pointy ears.

      “Help!” Azure yelled, ignoring the Light Elf, who was still way too close. After they got out of there she was going to demand a lot of personal space.

      “I can’t get the door open. There’s too much dirt and stuff on the other side,” Laurel said, her voice defeated.

      “We’ll get out of here,” Azure said, her tone reassuring. Just then the ground rolled under them and her head flew back and smacked into the dirt behind her. The movement jarred Azure and her teeth knocked into each other.

      “You and I can keep these walls from breaking, but not for long,” Ever said, his voice shaking from the movement all around them. The ground buckled under them and the three became even more squashed together as the dirt shifted and shook. A moment later the violent shaking lessened until it was just quiet vibrations.

      “HELP!” Azure screamed even louder than before.

      “We’ll run out of air soon,” Laurel said in a hushed voice.

      “Which means, stop using our reserves up by screaming,” Ever said, throwing a contemptuous glance at Azure.

      “I think we need to climb to the top,” Laurel said.

      “That’s at least a hundred feet up.” Azure was astonished that it had come to this.

      “And we’ll be eaten by a werewolf,” Ever added, shaking his head.

      “We’ll die here!” the werecat screamed, her voice shrill. Ever slammed his hands to his ears and Azure followed. Laurel’s voice was painful at that range.

      “Calm down. We’ll get out of here, even if I have to blow up the tunnel,” Azure said, trying to relax.

      “Which will blow us up, most likely. I already considered that.” Ever chanced pulling his hand away from the dirt, and when it didn’t buckle, he let out a breath of relief.

      “Azure! Is that you?” a muffled voice said through the dirt.

      The witch bolted forward, knocking hard into Ever. “Monet!”

      “Are you in the side of the mountain?” someone asked.

      “Monet, yes! It’s us! There’s a trap door,” Azure said, her chest suddenly buzzing with relief.

      “It’s right here,” Laurel urged and then kicked the ground under her.

      “The ground just moved right there,” Gillian observed. “Start digging.”

      “Or use magic,” Monet suggested.

      “No!” All three trapped in the tunnel screamed.

      “You might blow us up,” Azure said, repeating Ever’s words from a moment before.

      “Oh, fine. You’re never any fun,” Monet mumbled, his voice sounding taxed like he was working.

      Laurel began pushing on her side again. “Yes, that’s it. The door is starting to move.”

      “Who is that?” Monet asked, sounding curious.

      “A hottie witch I brought back for you. She loves guys with green hair and is self-proclaimed easy,” Azure said, gleeful that they were actually going to escape.

      Ever gave her a sideways smile. “Ha, very clever.”

      “You got the hottie part right,” Laurel agreed, breathless again from scratching at the door.

      “Monet is allergic to cats, which is why my familiar Finswick loves to lie on his robes when he isn’t around.” Azure was suddenly homesick for her cat, Gran, her mother, and the House of Enchanted. She might have even missed Blisters a tiny bit.

      “I think I’d like Finswick,” Laurel said, ramming both her feet into the door. A sliver of light filtered into the dark tunnel.

      “We’re almost there!” Ever yelled, hope in his voice.

      Again Laurel rammed both feet into the trap door. It split in half, and evening light spilled into the chute. Laurel rolled out, and having lost the wedge, Ever and Azure tumbled down after her.

      Azure pushed herself to the right, away from the tangled bodies on the ground. Monet was standing above her with a hand extended. She reached out and allowed him to pull her up, the large book still pressed to her chest.

      “What the fuck were you doing in there?” Monet asked after checking her over. He knelt and stared into the chute where they’d been trapped.

      “Oh, you know, just hanging out.” Azure coughed, feeling the particles of dirt coating her throat. Ever and Laurel were both brushing dirt off their faces.

      “Are you all okay?” Gillian asked, eyeing the three.

      “We were nearly murdered by a werebear and eaten by a pack of werewolves, but yeah, I think we’ll survive.” Azure thrust the large book at Monet, who took it, giving her a chance to clean herself with a swipe of her wand. She then flicked it at Ever and Laurel, cleaning them as well.

      “So despite making some enemies, it would seem you were successful,” Monet summarized, balancing the book in one hand and opening it with the other.

      Ever reached over and grabbed the book from Monet. “It would seem,” he agreed, a strange terseness to his voice.

      “Yes, and we’re that much closer to protecting Virgo,” Azure said, flicking her wand at the book so it soared out of Ever’s grasp and landed in her hands. She unclasped the bag on Monet’s shoulder, the one with the crystal ball, and slid the large book into it.

      “Who are you?” Gillian asked, looking up at the werecat.

      A laugh spilled from Monet’s mouth. “Very funny, Azure. This is the hottie you brought back for me.”

      “This is, and she’s the reason that we were able to steal the book and escape in one piece.” Azure turned and looked at the werecat, whose white whiskers were raised slightly. “The mouth of the cave to Lancothy is right up there.” She pointed to the cave opening roughly fifteen switchbacks up.

      Laurel turned back and eyed the entrance and shook her head. “I’m not going.”

      Now that they were on the outside of the mountain the setting sun was a little brighter, but still dusk was fast approaching. Through the waning light, Azure noticed a Cheshire-cat smile on Laurel’s face.

      “You’re not going to camp in the cave?” Azure asked.

      “I’m not going back to Lancothy. Maybe ever.” Laurel lifted her chin, regarding the mountains around them with a look of pride. “I’ve been forbidden to leave Lancothy all my life. I’ve been warned about the dangers and prejudice outside my borders. However, you two gave me the motivation and reason I needed to finally do what I’ve always dreamed of. I want to see Oriceran. I need to travel the world. I won’t confine myself to a single mountain ever again if I can help it.”

      “Oh, I see,” Azure said, understanding the werecat in a brand new way.

      “I refuse to live in fear. I am who I am, and I demand respect. I won’t cower in the shadows and feel shame because I’m different.” Laurel held her paw to her chest, staring at the setting sun.

      “Laurel, you’re beautiful, and wonderfully unique. You are right to be proud,” Azure said.

      “But starting over with nothing will be hard. You might starve,” Monet chipped in.

      “Shut the fuck up, Monet,” Azure hissed.

      “Oops, sorry to interrupt the moment with a bit of realism,” Monet said.

      “Don’t listen to him, Laurel. This is Monet, my court jester.” Azure then waved at Gillian. “This is Gillian, one of my cabinet members. And you already met and spent time in close quarters with one of my other cabinet members, Ever.”

      “Queen Azure, as part of your cabinet, I must insist that we take shelter for the night. Darkness is approaching, and we will want to be set up before the sun sets much more,” Gillian said.

      “Making camp at the bottom of the mountain is probably the best idea,” Ever said, his hands on his hips as he surveyed the area.

      “I should be off,” Laurel said, her voice now sounding fretful as she regarded the world around her. They could see for miles, even from this low place on the mountain. For someone who hadn’t left the comforts of the inside of the mountain all her life, this must feel strange.

      “No, you can be off tomorrow. Tonight we stick together,” Azure ordered. “We will set up camp at the bottom of the mountain, like Ever suggested.”

      “Or…” Gillian said, a question in his voice.

      “Or what?” Azure asked, surprised that the gnome seemed to be making an alternative suggestion.

      “Or, I might know of a place for us to find refreshments and a warm bed,” Gillian offered.

      “Well, toad’s liver! I do believe the gnome is drunk!” Monet commented, shaking his head.

      “Gillian, we’d be grateful if you could lead us to a safe place to stay tonight,” Azure said, ignoring Monet, which was something she’d pretty much mastered.

      “Okay, but don’t say I was never helpful.” The gnome turned around and marched down the mountain with the four following him.
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      “Oh, that’s cute. He thinks there’s a pub inside the giant tree,” Monet said, crossing his arms on his chest.

      Gillian shook his head at him and motioned for the group to stay back. “They won’t like that you’re with me, but I think I can persuade them to let us stay here tonight,” he said over his shoulder, his eyes mostly on Azure.

      He strode over to the tree and knocked on it twice. It was the size of a redwood, but had dark brown bark and stood in a cluster of pine trees. Actually, it more closely resembled a building with a trunk the size of a small hut than a tree. Under different circumstances, they probably would have charged past it, not seeing it since it was mostly camouflaged.

      The giant tree shook like another Oriceranquake was happening. A moment later a light appeared, carving out a half circle from the ground to three feet high up the tree. The light turned into a crack, and then it slid out like a door. A head covered in a brown bowler like Gillian’s popped out of the door and stared at the group. The eyes of the strange gnome landed on Gillian, who stepped forward and whispered to the other gnome.

      “Wow. Entire cities in mountains, and gnome pubs inside trees. Just goes to show we need to excavate more often. Find out what the non-wizarding community is hiding,” Monet said, watching the two gnomes conversing.

      “Shhh,” Azure and Ever said in unison.

      Gillian turned and his gaze landed on Azure. “Queen Azure, may I please see the Book of Branches?”

      Azure’s head tilted to the side. “Ummm…”

      Gillian trotted over, but Azure kept her eyes on the strange gnome who still had his round face poking around the door in the tree.

      “They don’t want to keep the book, but in exchange for us staying here tonight, the gnomes would like to study it. You see, no one has seen it since the wereanimals took over the mountain of Lancothy many centuries ago. As the guardians of the Light Elf Library, it’s important that we study all books. The gnomes would like to borrow the book tonight and make a copy of it, if you’re willing to hand it over.” Gillian extended his chubby hand to Azure, an earnest look in his eyes.

      “And they’ll give us a safe place to stay in exchange?” she asked.

      “Yes, and offer us libations and warm food,” Gillian said, his voice unusually light.

      “I’m game,” Monet said, reaching into the bag on his shoulder and pulling out the book.

      “Not so fast,” Azure said, grabbing the book. “We nearly died for this book. I want to ensure we’ll get it back.”

      “Tomorrow morning when we set out for Virgo,” Gillian assured her.

      “And we will be able to fit in there?” Azure asked, pointing to the tree.

      “Yes. It’s enchanted by gnome magic—it’s bigger on the inside than it looks,” Gillian said with a smile in his voice.

      “Okay, fine.” Azure held the book out to Gillian, who took it with a look of gratitude. He would score real points with these gnomes, turning over such a treasure to them.

      Gillian carried the book to the door, where the other gnome was waiting. After he gave it to the gnome, the door to the tree opened wide.

      “Come in,” Gillian said, waving them forward.

      All of them except Gillian had to duck to enter through the tree.

      “Wait, I thought you said it was bigger on the inside,” Monet complained.

      “It is. I didn’t say it was designed for those who aren’t as compact as gnomes,” Gillian said with an uncharacteristic laugh.

      “Compact. Oh, that’s cute. Are you little guys considered economical too?” Monet asked. His head brushed the top of the hallway, which was only four feet tall.

      Ahead, voices and the clatter of glasses could be heard. The air was filled with savory smells, including hints of cinnamon and cardamom.

      “What is that?” Laurel asked, her voice hungry.

      “That’s homemade gnome cooking,” Gillian answered. He paused in an archway that bordered a large dining room. Candlelit chandeliers gave off a warm glow that illuminated the jolly faces of various gnomes drinking from tankards or shoveling steaming food into their mouths. The happy chatter ceased when the group materialized at the entrance, ducking their heads to avoid colliding with the ceiling.

      “Hi,” Azure said weakly when every face turned to stare in their direction.

      “Don’t worry, we’ve been allowed in. Just try and be polite, and keep to yourself,” Gillian said, waving them to a large table that two gnomes were setting with drinks and steaming dishes.

      “I guess that means we need to shoot Monet,” Azure said, taking a seat at the table.

      “Pretty much,” Gillian said with a wink. He was different in this place, like a new version of himself.

      Azure wished that the Book of Branches didn’t have to be out of her hands for the night. She longed to read through the pages and find out how to locate the rogue dryads. They’d help her apprehend and punish the humans of Terran, and more specifically, the Duke.

      “Pass whatever is in that jug,” Monet called from the other side of the table.

      “It’s strong,” Gillian warned.

      “Then get your own jug. That one is mine,” Monet said, splashing the golden liquid into a goblet.

      “Try and behave,” Azure said in a whisper across the table.

      “Hey, while you were out making kitty friends, I was suffering in silence with that one.” Monet thrust a finger in Gillian’s direction. “You realize this is the second time you’ve left me in his company, and by ‘company’ I mean painful silence. He literally can sit for hours and not say a damn thing.”

      “I’m not a kitty,” Laurel said, sounding offended. She took a slice of duck breast from a platter and passed it to Ever, who was on her right.

      “No, you’re more than a kitty.” Monet turned to Azure. “Hey, it would be hilarious if you brought her back to Virgo and told Finswick you upgraded your familiar.”

      “Why do you always try to create trouble?” Azure asked, ladling potato soup into a bowl. The aroma was warm and reeked of comfort.

      “Where will you go first?” Ever asked Laurel, diverting the conversation.

      Laurel sniffed the meat at the end of her fork and took a bite. “I’ve always wanted to see the ocean, so maybe I’ll start with that. From there, I’m not sure. Unfortunately I don’t know what’s out there. I’ve read every book in the Lancothy library, but still I don’t know what I don’t know.”

      “Oh yes, a common conundrum,” Gillian said, lifting his goblet as if toasting and then taking a long drink. His cheeks warmed immediately, and he swayed from the strong liquor.

      “Well, you’re welcome in Virgo if you need a place to get your bearings. We are located close to the coast, and many of the witches and wizards there have traveled far and wide and might be a good resource for you.” Azure broke off a piece of baguette and dipped it into her soup.

      “Thank you, Queen Azure. I was hoping to set off right away, but maybe it would be a good idea for me to do a bit of planning first. Review maps and such,” Laurel said.

      “Yes, and then we could equip you for a long journey. That would be the least I could offer you for all your assistance,” Azure said. She turned to Ever. “I forgot to reprimand you for pushing me down that flight of stairs.”

      Monet laughed loudly, but Ever’s face turned pink as he wiped his mouth with a napkin.

      “Oh, that. Yeah, sorry. I was trying to protect you from the werebear,” Ever said.

      “Protection by death,” Monet said, laughing still. “How did I miss all this fun?”

      “If by ‘fun’ you mean ‘escaping a weretiger in an open-air market and fighting giant werewolves,’ then yes, you totally missed out,” Azure said, her tone dull.

      “That’s what I thought. Meanwhile, I had to listen to Gillian snore like a banshee. Oh, that reminds me—remember when that banshee foretold our deaths? That was a fun time.” Monet drained his goblet.

      A laugh, clear and high, cut across the table. It was Laurel. She had covered her whiskered mouth with her paws. When she realized she’d attracted the attention of everyone at the table, she lowered her head nervously. “Sorry, it’s just that you all are so light, and in Lancothy… Well, everything is so solemn. It’s probably a result of the curse, but still, it’s nice to be around people who don’t take themselves so seriously.”

      “Curse?” Gillian asked, leaning forward, interest written in his eyes.

      “Oh, would you look at this? We have a bit of knowledge that he doesn’t,” Azure said, elbowing Ever in the ribs. He didn’t return the light smile she gave him. He looked quite unlike himself with a grumpy expression on his face. He hadn’t touched his food, and kept eyeing the gnomes at the bar.

      “There’s a curse on Lancothy?” Gillian asked Laurel, scooting his chair in her direction.

      “Yes, but I’m not sure if I’m up for going through it tonight. Can it wait until tomorrow?” Laurel said, taking a sip from her water goblet.

      “Of course. I’m not aware of anyone—besides Queen Azure and Ever—who has been inside Lancothy in many centuries. I would be grateful to learn about your homeland,” Gillian said, his cheeks flushing red from the heat of the firelight and the drinks.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” a voice said at Azure’s shoulder. She turned to find a gnome staring at her.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Did I hear Gillian correctly? Are you Queen Azure of Virgo?” the gnome asked. His face wore a forced smile.

      “Yes, you heard correctly,” Azure said, laying her spoon down.

      “It’s quite an honor to have you here. When you’re ready, I’ll be happy to take you up to your room,” the gnome said.

      “Actually, although the food is delicious, I’m quite tired from the day’s adventures. I’d love to go to my room now.” Azure stood, smiling at the table around her. “You all stay and relax. I’ll see everyone tomorrow at first light. I’m anxious to head back to Virgo with the Book of Branches.”

      The table bid her farewell and Azure turned to the gnome, who led her down a hallway with more low ceilings.

      “I’m sorry to tell you that our rooms are built for gnomes. It’s been many a year since we’ve housed someone of your stature. I hope you still find your room comfortable,” the gnome said, unlocking the first door they came to.

      Azure ducked into the room to find a bed half the size of the one she was used to. Still, a warm fire burned in the hearth and fresh flowers and a wash basin sat on the dresser on the far wall.

      “It’s perfect,” Azure said, bowing slightly to the gnome. “Thank you.”

      “And don’t you worry about the Book of Branches tonight, Queen Azure. We promise to keep it safe while it is in our hands. However, once you take back possession of it, you’ll need to put your own guards on the ancient book,” the gnome said.

      Azure didn’t have a chance to ask him what he meant because he closed the door a moment later, leaving Azure alone with her thoughts.
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      Azure awoke to the smell of bacon. She nuzzled into her pillow, not even caring that her legs were tucked up to her chest due to the short length of the bed. Even though she had slept in a ball, it had still been a peaceful rest. After she sat up, she found a warm donut and a glass of milk on the bedside table. There was no one in her room, although a gnome could be hiding under the bed.

      She took a bite out of the donut, the sugar making her teeth ache immediately. The milk was perfect for washing down the chocolate cream of the donut. Azure dressed, but her actions were mostly involuntary as she reviewed the last few days. They had the Book of Branches, but visiting Mage Lenore hadn’t proven especially useful. The old witch had said that humans had the answer to the virus. Or maybe she’d said that humans could cure the virus. Azure had a hard time remembering exactly what the nutty witch had said. She couldn’t wait to get back and tell her gran and Mum about the woman who transitioned through the different stages of her life throughout the day. They’d be fascinated.

      Azure picked up her bag after making her bed and set off for the pub, where the sounds of jubilant voices could be heard. Outside her room she found Ever leaning against the wall, his head back like he was bored.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Waiting for you,” he said, his eyes red.

      “Oh,” she chirped, studying him. “Are you okay? You haven’t seemed quite like yourself since we left Lancothy.”

      “I’m fine. Just ready to get out of here,” Ever said, his eyes moving to the right.

      “Okay, well, we’ll set off after breakfast. We should be back in Virgo by evening,” Azure said, and to her surprise Ever sighed loudly.

      When they entered the pub, they found Laurel talking intently with Gillian.

      “Do you know where the shaman came from?” he asked, scribbling on his notepad.

      The werecat thought for a moment. “I’m not sure, but I know there were two of them. One supposedly represented the day and the other the night. One was for order and the other chaos. They were sent to warn us not to barricade ourselves away—and to punish us when we did.”

      “That’s fascinating,” Gillian said, writing fast.

      The table where the pair sat had covered dishes running down the center and a flute of mimosa by each plate. Azure picked up a plate and loaded it with scrambled eggs and the bacon that had been begging for her attention.

      “Man, I’m never leaving this place,” Monet said, reaching out and grabbing one of the flutes and draining it. He wiped his hand across the back of his mouth and let out a satisfied sigh.

      “I see you’re starting early.” Azure set her plate on the table and sat down, relishing the comfort of the chair she had plopped into.

      “Starting early? I never stopped.” Monet laughed and filled his flute again, this time with just champagne.

      “Your liver must hate you,” Azure said through a mouthful of bacon.

      “My liver can shut the fuck up and deal with it,” Monet said, grabbing a fistful of bacon and dumping it on his plate.

      “There are serving utensils, you know,” Azure joked.

      “I do know.” Monet seized a croissant and tore off a piece savagely with his teeth.

      “If you were up all night drinking with the gnomes, why do you look so refreshed?” Ever asked, taking the seat next to Azure but not eating.

      “Because I am a fucking genius potion maker. I concocted my own brand of rejuvenation potion using some ingredients I borrowed from the pub kitchen,” Monet said.

      “Just so you could stay up all night to drink.” Azure shook her head disapprovingly at him. “You ever consider using your powers for good?”

      Monet made a sour face. “That would be boring. It sounds like something you’d do.”

      “Queen Azure,” a voice said at her back.

      She turned and didn’t see anyone. Then she looked down and found the gnome who had shown her to her room last night. “Hello.”

      “Hello. I wanted to give you this.” The gnome held out the Book of Branches, which was just about as big as he was.

      “Thank you.” Azure wiped her greasy hands on her napkin before taking the book and setting it on the safety of the seat next to her.

      “No, thank you. We made a rough copy of the book, and hope to have a polished version of it for the Light Elf Library soon. It will be an honor to add such an important volume to the collection, so please know you have the gratitude of the gnomes for loaning us this book. It has not been seen in centuries, since before the wereanimals took to hiding in the mountain of Lancothy,” the gnome said, bowing low to Azure.

      The witch blushed. She wanted to reach over and yank him to a standing position, but sooner or later she’d have to get used to being treated as royalty.

      “Well, I’m honored that I could share the book with you so that more will have access to the information it holds,” Azure said, petting the book beside her. It had a strange heat to it.

      “Actually, that’s the other thing I wanted to tell you.” The gnome leaned in close, his voice a whisper. “There is information in that book that must be guarded. If it got into the wrong hands… Well, it could be deadly for the dryads. They do have many enemies, and there are those who would like to exploit their powers. That book details all the tribes, but more importantly, it shares their weaknesses. There’s a reason it has been hidden away for so long.”

      Azure nodded—that made perfect sense. There were things about witches and wizards, and specifically about those in Virgo, that were only written in secret books, volumes that weren’t shared outside the species. And a grimoire, for instance, was protected with the witch’s life.

      “I promise to keep the book safe. It will remain in my private collection,” Azure said.

      “Thank you. And the version in the Light Elf Library will be held in the restricted section. The gnomes believe that is for the very best.” The gnome smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He slid his gaze to Ever and Monet and grimaced slightly.

      Monet had abandoned all pretense and was now eating the bacon straight from the serving dish.

      “You’re an animal,” Azure told him.

      “I take great offense to that,” Laurel said, picking up her spoon and stirring her tea, the perfect picture of poise.

      “As you should. I say you scratch Queen Jerkface’s eyes out,” Monet suggested, bacon bits spewing from his mouth.
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      At the border of Virgo, Azure’s heart lightened. She loved traveling and having these adventures outside of her homeland, but returning to the green hills covered in grass that waved in the wind and the colorful cottages that sprinkled the land was by far the best feeling. Azure didn’t mind going off on journeys because she had the comfort of a true home to return to. Virgo was worth risking her life for. Virgo was worth every single bump and bruise she had endured while trying to find Mage Lenore and the Book of Branches.

      “You’ve returned,” Drago, her favorite Orc, said as they approached the southeastern border.

      “I have, and I’ve fought bravely and made my people proud,” Monet boasted, striding in front of Azure.

      Drago narrowed his beady eyes and grunted. “I was talking to the Queen.”

      “Of course you were. That fucking drama queen gets all the damned attention.” Monet walked past Drago, spreading his arms wide. “I’m back, bitches. You all can rest easy,” he called to the empty hillside.

      “Was everything okay while we were gone?” Azure asked Drago.

      He eyed Laurel, a keen interest in his stare. Finally he pulled his gaze to Azure. “Yes. We shot down many harpies, and a few of the pterosaurs.”

      “Wow, the emperor of Terran really wants us dead. Things have gotten out of control since Richard was stripped of his title.” Azure stared at the ground, thinking. “Okay, well, thank you, Drago. Please pass along to the chief that I’ve returned and will be available if he has any requests of me.”

      “I will do so,” Drago said, slamming his fist to his chest in a show of respect.

      “Thank you,” Azure said, her cheeks turning pink. She turned and marched forward, wishing she had a horse to carry her the rest of the way to the House of Enchanted. Her feet were throbbing from the hike out of the mountains. However, she sensed that Laurel might take issue to riding a horse. A sudden thought crossed Azure’s mind and she slowed down, waiting for Laurel.

      “I noticed when we were in Lancothy that there were wereanimals grazing on the outskirts. They seemed different from the other wereanimals I saw.” Azure paused, not knowing how to explain what she meant without sounding rude.

      “You mean that they weren’t upright and wearing clothes,” Laurel said, seemingly reading Azure’s mind.

      “Yes.” She let out a breath of relief.

      “There’s a segment of our population who reject the human part of them and only identify with the animal. They don’t believe in learning to read or using their cognitive abilities. They believe they should act like the animal they are,” Laurel explained as they strolled. Her curious eyes skimmed the buildings they passed on the outskirts of the kingdom of Virgo.

      “That’s highly interesting,” Gillian said, again scribbling on his notepad as he walked.

      “It sounds like there’s a lot of division in Lancothy,” Azure noted.

      Laurel shrugged. “What else should we expect when we create borders? We isolated ourselves, and in doing so we created divisions within our society.”

      “Well, you’re very brave to have left to explore the world,” Azure said, bowing her head to witches and wizards as they passed. No one stopped her, since she was dressed in hiking clothes and was obviously returning from a journey. She’d call a meeting to make formal announcements the next day. It was important that her people knew things as she discovered them.

      “Maybe I’m brave, or maybe I’m an idiot,” Laurel said in a terse whisper. “My people might have been right. Our ancestors locked us in the mountain for a reason.” Her cat eyes were lowered, but still searched the people as they passed.

      “They are only giving you curious looks because they’ve never seen a werecat before, and that’s because your people locked themselves away. Can’t you change into your human form?” Azure asked and immediately regretted the question based on the scornful look on Laurel’s face.

      “That’s like me asking you to show only your witch side,” Laurel said. She must have read the confusion on Azure’s face. “Last night Monet told me about you, that you’re half witch and half human. Some wereanimals can transform back and forth, but it depends on their lineage and the ratio of animal versus human in their genes.”

      “So does that mean that the wereanimals who choose to embrace more of the animal in them have a higher ratio of that in their DNA?” Gillian asked, jogging next to them.

      “Yes, that’s one of the reasons for their tendency toward animal behavior. We are in essence genetic anomalies,” Laurel said.

      “Please know that while you’re in Virgo you won’t be treated differently,” Azure assured her.

      “But I am different,” Laurel said, her voice rough.

      “As we all are. However, we have a great appreciation for unique individuals in Virgo.” Azure lifted her chin, pride in her chest.

      “That’s only because of you, Your Majesty,” Gillian said, his eyes on Azure.  “You’ll remember that not long ago the people of Virgo didn’t tolerate humans and rejected you as their leader. However, you’ve proven to them that it isn’t the genes, but the heart of someone that matters. You’ve brought people together and appointed diverse species to your cabinet.”

      “Man, she’s already got a big enough head. Would you shut up, Shorty?” Monet grumbled from a few feet away.

      “Thank you, Gillian. I’m grateful that you think so,” Azure said, watching Laurel. The werecat appeared intrigued as they passed the stable and the farms.

      “I’ve never seen a place like this in any of the books in the library. Your home has a wholesome feeling about it,” Laurel mused.

      Azure nestled up her shoulders, taking in a happy breath. “Yes, Virgo is a place of peace. I hope you enjoy your time here, and you’re welcome to stay as long as you like while you prepare for your travels.”

      When the turrets of the House of Enchanted came into view, Azure picked up her pace. She needed to see her gran and know that her mum was okay. However, seeing those two people was definitely going to have to wait, because bounding through the grounds of the estate was the happiest unicorn to ever exist. Blister’s bright blue eyes were full of light and he had an actual smile on his mouth.

      He galloped toward them, his rainbow tail swishing back and forth as he ran.

      Monet halted, raising his hands in the air. “Whoa there, buddy.”

      Blisters must have thought this was an invitation, because he leapt into the air and slammed his front hooves into Monet’s hips, knocking him to the ground, and commenced licking his face.

      “Oh, gross. You smell like… Wait, you smell like farts and Cheetos.” Monet pushed the unicorn off him, rolling to a seated position.

      “I know! That’s why I’m so happy to see you,” Blisters said, his squeaky voice full of delight. “I found the Cheetos in your room when I was trying on your robes. They are delicious. That’s where you went, right? To get more Cheetos?”

      “No! Are you fucking kidding me?” Monet asked, his tone heated.

      “Oh well, you and me will set off on a journey to get more Cheetos.” Blisters licked around his mouth.

      “You fucking runt unicorn. What did you do?” Monet stood up.

      “I ate your Cheetos,” Blisters said plainly and then farted loudly. “Oh, and like all good things, they appear to give me gas and a bit of a stomachache. But I found that sleeping in your bed made me feel better. Mine is lumpy and full of holes because of my horn. It keeps tearing the covers when I toss and turn at night.”

      Azure stepped up next to Monet. “You’re the one who wanted to live in the House of Enchanted,” she said to him before turning her attention on the two-foot-tall unicorn. “Hello, Blisters.” She patted his head and combed his soft mane with her fingers. He relished the attention, closing his eyes and nuzzling into her.

      “Queeny! I’ve missed you. Finswick said that you’d died and weren’t coming back, but I didn’t really believe him. He also told me that the well was a hot tub, but I learned firsthand that it was untrue. And your gran invited me to afternoon tea, but Finswick wouldn’t allow me to go. He said she was trying to slip me a mickey, whatever that is, so that she could shave my head. But overall I had a really nice time. The House of Enchanted is the bestest place in the world, but for some reason the wait staff keeps giving me dirty looks when I trot through the house.”

      Azure stared at the unicorn’s muddy hooves. “I’m sure they are just getting used to having a new four-legged friend in the House.”

      At her back, Azure heard Laurel clear her throat. “Ummm… Is this the majestic and somewhat mythical creature, the unicorn?”

      “Yes, but it’s important that you not use him as a basis for these creatures. Blisters is a special version,” Monet said, wiping his robes across his cheek, which was covered in unicorn saliva.

      “Laurel, please meet Blisters. He’s our resident unicorn at the House of Enchanted,” Azure said, presenting the werecat to the unicorn.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Laurel said, curtsying to him.

      “Woooooow!” Blisters said, his mouth hanging open wide. “You’re a cat-person. Or a person-cat. I’ve never seen one of you. Do you have a tail? Do you lick yourself like Finswick does? Wait! Finswick! He’s going to be so happy when he sees you,” the unicorn said, each sentence in quick succession.

      “Who is Finswick again?” Laurel asked, looking at Azure.

      “He’s my familiar,” Azure said, pointing to the feline who was strolling in their direction. His white-tipped black tail was high in the air.

      “Oh, my!” Laurel screamed, jumping behind Ever as if for protection. “What did you do to him? Did you shrink him?”

      Azure’s uncertain eyes fell on Gillian before looking at Laurel. “Uhhh…he’s a cat. You have seen a regular cat before?”

      “Only in books. I didn’t realize they were so small. That’s normal size, right? Or is he like Blisters and has stunted growth?” Laurel said, peeking out from behind Ever, who wore an amused expression.

      Azure picked up Finswick when he was close. “Hey, buddy,” she said, scratching him behind the ears. “And no, Finswick is the size of an average cat.”

      He slid his head onto Azure’s shoulder and whispered, “Sticking me with the idiot unicorn wasn’t enough. Now you’ve brought home another pet. Please know that I will be killing you in your sleep.”

      “I missed you too,” Azure said, squeezing him into her before setting him on the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The crackling of the fire in the cabinet chamber filled the silence as Azure flipped the pages of the Book of Branches. She had called a cabinet meeting, but was hoping to get a glimpse of the book before the members showed up.

      Leaning over, she rubbed Blister’s belly, and he rolled onto his back in his sleep. Finswick had promised to show Laurel around the House of Enchanted, but only if he didn’t have to babysit Blisters anymore. Apparently the little unicorn had destroyed a suit of armor that was over six centuries old, torn up the drapes in the dining hall when he got his horn stuck in a panel, and flooded the bathroom when he did a cannonball into his bubble bath. Still, Azure loved the little guy, even though he’d be the destruction of the ancient house.

      “It’s good to see you,” a voice said from the entrance of the room.

      Azure raised her head to see Richard standing in the doorway. “Thank you. It’s nice to be back.” She stood awkwardly and looked at him uncomfortably. Was she supposed to hug him like she did when she saw her mother? That didn’t seem right, so she merely bowed her head and waved at the closest seat. “Please sit.”

      Richard was dressed in slacks, which were more common to a wizard than the humans of Terran. Before this she’d only seen him in Terran clothes. However, he still wore the button-up shirt that he’d had on when she’d rescued him, although it had been laundered and pressed. His blond hair was pushed back, and he had a curious look in his eyes.

      “I see you’ve decided to formally join my cabinet,” she said, taking her seat again.

      “Yes. I thought it over after you made the offer. It is unconventional, but from everything I’ve observed, you are the unconventional type,” he said, his voice deep.

      “I’m the first half-human to reign over Virgo. I think ‘unconventional’ should be my middle name at this point,” Azure said, thumbing through the pages of the book but not really reading them. The pages were thick and their edges were worn. Hand-drawn pictures of the dryads could be found on almost every page, and were strangely beautiful.

      “And you have a knack for attracting unique characters to yourself.” Richard inclined his head to the unicorn, who rolled over as he snored loudly.

      “Gran says it was because I was born on Leap Day.”

      Richard gave a fond smile. “Yes, the people of Virgo subscribe to the idea that the events on the day of someone’s birth affect their personality. I only wish I could have been there on that day.”

      Azure kept her eyes low. She didn’t really want to go there with this man. With her father. Still, how could she deprive him of such sentimentality? “Was it hard for you to give me up?” she asked bluntly.

      “Increasingly so. I can’t tell you how many times I thought of you through the years. And Frederick, well, I always wanted him to know his sister. I wanted him to not be infected by the prejudice Phillip harbored. Now I fear that my brother will overwhelm him with it.”

      “Why didn’t you ever stand up to that man?” she asked.

      “He held the knowledge of you over my head. And Phillip has always been stronger than me. More cunning. I did my best, but looking back, I realize I didn’t do enough. It’s easy to be brave when we think about how we could have acted, that the dangers weren’t as real as we thought. But that’s the past, and now I only live in the present,” Richard said, his voice sounding wise.

      “Oh good, you’re back!” Gran called so loudly that she made Blisters jump. He started snoring again after a moment though, and rolled over again. “You need to kick that animal out. I say we offer him to a nice family in Virgo. Tell them they’ve won some prize and he’s theirs to raise.”

      “He’s past the age of maturity,” Azure said, pursing her lips at the old woman. Gran wore a long shimmering red gown, and the front of her lavender bob was braided and pulled back, and secured with her soul stone clip.

      “Do you know how much havoc that beast causes?” Gran asked, pointing at the unicorn, who was still deep in sleep.

      “I’m fully aware, but I’m not pawning him off on someone else.” She offered a tender smile, noticing the expression Gran was giving her. It almost resembled sentimentality.

      “It’s good to have you back, dear child,” her gran said, winking at her.

      “Thank you. It might please you to know that Mage Lenore had nice things to say about you,” Azure said, returning the wink.

      “Why would I care what that batty old witch thinks of me? I bet she looks ghastly. She’s supposedly older than dirt,” Sari said, swatting at a bug flying around her head. It had been buzzing around the room for a while.

      “Actually, you might be surprised.” Azure thought back to the sight of Mage Lenore as a young girl in the morning. What a strange witch!

      “Okay, the meeting can get started. The Chief of Staff is here,” Monet called as he strode into the room and took a seat next to Azure. He was followed by Gillian and Ever. All three looked refreshed, and they were wearing clean clothes.

      “Speaking of pests that we should get rid of,” Gran said, rolling her lavender eyes at Monet.

      “Good to see you as well, you crazy antique witch,” Monet returned. He pulled the Book of Branches away from Azure and began scanning the pages.

      “Have you found anything on the rogue dryads?” Richard asked.

      “No, not yet. Actually, the book is incredibly difficult to understand. Some of each paragraph is written in a strange language that I don’t understand,” Azure said, pointing to a passage.

      “Greek,” Ever supplied, his eyes on the book.

      “You mean the language?” Azure asked.

      “Yes. It’s Greek, I believe,” he said.

      “Oh, well, even the parts that I do understand seem to be written in riddles. And the book is crammed with so much information on the different tribes that I haven’t had a chance to find anything on the rogue dryads. It’s going to take us a while to read through it and decipher it.” Azure pulled the book away from Monet and flipped through it.

      “You know, you’re fucking useless. You’ve had this book for a whole hour and you still don’t have answers. Give up your crown and let someone competent—like me—rule this kingdom.” Monet yanked the book back.

      “I think…” Azure fought him for the book, realizing he was putting up quite a fight to keep it in front of him, “that I should have more information for us tomorrow. I just need some time to review the book.” With a swift jerk she yanked the book away from Monet.

      The queen mother eyed her. “Azure, please know that I mean this in the most thoughtful way. You look like shit and need to get some proper rest.”

      Looking down at her dirty hiking clothes, Azure could only agree. “Right, well, I came straight here to get to work.”

      “Which is noble of you, but no one wants to look at a dirty queen,” Gran told her, her voice soft and full of warmth.

      “Fine, I’ll clean up and then get to work.”

      “Why don’t you clean up and take a nap. You have bags under your eyes that go on for miles,” her grandmother suggested.

      Azure hesitated, but finally pushed the book in Monet’s direction. “Yeah, well, I really want to find the rogue dryads as soon as possible.”

      “And you will, but you need rest,” Richard cut in.

      “Why don’t you share with us what Mage Lenore said about curing the virus,” Gran said, starting to rock. The old witch was never still.

      “Oh, that was a huge waste of time. She said that humans were key to healing the virus,” Azure said

      “Like the humans of Terran?” Richard asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe she meant the humans on Earth. Honestly, the trip up the Mountain of Truth was a complete waste of time,” Azure said.

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Sari said, sliding back in her seat and pointing at Monet. “This one learned he can’t have dairy.” She swiveled her finger to Gillian. “And the gnome learned information that will put him in esteem with his people.”

      “Knowledge is power to the gnomes. The Mountain of Truth has been cloaked in mystery for so long,” Gillian said.

      The queen mother pursed her lips and nodded. “And this one, I believe, took a souvenir.”

      “What?” Azure asked, leaning forward. “What did you take, Ever?”

      The Light Elf’s blue eyes narrowed at the queen mother. “I think your witchcraft has failed you. I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Oh, I think you do, but let’s pretend that I’m senile to protect you for the time being.” Gran stood and strode for the exit.

      “Where are you going?” Azure asked to her retreating back.

      “I’m going to go meditate on this human idea for the cure. I can’t think around you all. The racket that goes on in your brains is very distracting.” Gran swept from the room just as Blisters farted loudly.

      “Well, that’s my cue to leave.” Monet pushed up and clambered for the exit before the gross smell of the fart assaulted his nostrils. Apparently the unicorn could clear the room.

      “Okay, let’s adjourn for now, but we’ll meet tomorrow after I review the book,” Azure said.

      Gillian and Richard didn’t seem to need any more encouragement. They headed for the exit, pinching their noses.

      Azure pressed the book to her chest and walked to the exit, her eyes on Ever. “Is everything all right?” she asked him, reading the hesitation in his eyes.

      “Yes, I’m fine. I just want to be more helpful to you. I don’t think I’m doing enough.”

      “What do you mean? If you hadn’t been with me in Lancothy, I would have been eaten by Lorde.”

      He nodded, his eyes on the book in her hands. “I actually know some Greek. What if you leave the book with me for the night while you clean up and rest? Tomorrow morning you and I can get together first thing, before the cabinet meeting. I’ll tell you what I discover about the rogue dryads.”

      Azure considered it for a moment. Honestly, the book was probably only going to sit on her bedside table for the night. She really didn’t have the stamina to stay up much longer. “Okay,” she finally said, handing the book over to him. “And thanks. You have been a huge help to me ever since the very beginning. I’m not sure what I’d do without you on my team.”

      Ever started to smile, but shook his head instead. “The pleasure has always been mine, Queen Azure,” he said, bowing to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure reached for her wand just as a set of hands pinned her wrists at her back.

      “First the woods, and now I find you here.” The Duke of Terran’s small brown eyes narrowed.

      “This is Candace,” Heidi chirped from immediately in front of Azure. “She’s new, but I can vouch that she’s a good human. Actually, she might be able to help us with things about Earth.”

      The Duke seemed to measure Heidi with his eyes and then smiled slightly, his gaze returning to Azure. “A good human, is she?” he asked, raising a hand at Azure. She was fighting the restraints at her back, but the guard had gripped her tightly and her words were momentarily locked in her mouth. The crowd around her had turned to stare, distracted from fighting each other for broken objects now. “I suspect no one here in Terran knows who this girl is,” the Duke snapped and flicked his hand in her direction. She felt the cold splash of magic on her face. It was human magic, and it had been used to power a charm, one she recognized. It was a revealing spell.

      The gasp that emerged from Heidi’s mouth was echoed by the people around them. Azure looked down to see her long hair turn blue. She guessed her eyes were again bright blue, her contacts having vanished.

      “She’s a witch,” someone in the crowd murmured, his voice hostile.

      “How dare a witch invade our land?” another voice asked.

      “We should burn her!” a woman cried, her voice vibrating with anger.

      Azure twisted in the guard’s grasp. “No! I’m not what you think. I’m good. You have to believe me,” she said, her gaze centering on Heidi, who looked as if she’d been scorned.

      “Believe you? You told me you were human. I thought were my friend,” she whimpered, shaking her head at Azure.

      “I am. And I’m half human,” Azure said. Something vibrated at her throat. She realized that the soul stone was working; the charm she’d used had in fact been successful. It was trying to draw her to her father, but everything was happening too fast. She could feel the crowd around her growing more violent. She was now grateful that the guards were flanking her, not allowing the mob to pull her limb from limb.

      “Half human, you say,” the Duke drawled, his tone much too pleased. “How very interesting. A witch who is also half human.”

      “It’s true. And my father is from the Land of Terran,” Azure yelled, her voice not her own. It was all coming from the soul stone. But why?

      “Oh, is he?” the Duke asked, crossing his arms on his chest, the glint in his eyes reeking of satisfaction. He turned to the crowd at his back. “But isn’t it a crime punishable by imprisonment to breed with a witch or a wizard?”

      The crowd murmured assent to this question.

      “So now the question is, who is your father? Because this man will be in a great deal of trouble,” the Duke said.

      “Find him! Find him! Find him!” the crowd sang in unison.

      “Oh, I plan to, and I think that we will start by throwing this witch at the emperor’s feet. He will be ever so interested to know that a witch has illegally crossed our borders, and inside our land is a traitor.” The Duke beckoned the guards forward.

      They marched away, dragging Azure along as the crowd parted for them to pass. She lifted her feet one at a time, not at all certain what she should do now. Her wand was safely hidden in her bosom, but her hands were currently pinned by someone who possessed more strength than she did.

      

      Azure awoke to find Finswick staring at her with his eyes narrowed.

      “I was just building up the gumption to kill you,” the feline said, disappointment in his eyes.

      “Well, too bad. I woke up before you got there. Maybe tonight you can kill me.” She yawned into a seated position.

      “Yes, maybe tonight will be your last,” Finswick said, his voice cold. “A note was slid under your door a few hours ago. It looked important, and had the cabinet seal on it. But because I’m a coldhearted passive-aggressive animal, I clawed it up and peed on it.” Finswick jumped off the bedside table.

      “I know you do all this out of love.” Azure rose to a standing position. The morning sunlight was just kissing the windows in her suite. She’d slept peacefully the whole night, not waking once. She pulled on a velvet robe that lay at the end of her bed and started for the other room.

      A tea pot and breakfast had already been set out for her in the nook outside her bedroom. It had been strange for her to take up residence in the suite that had belonged to her mother all her life. However, Azure respected the traditions that surrounded the crown. This was the suite devoted to the queen, and it had been inhabited by all of them during their reigns. There was something beautiful about sleeping in the same room as the first queen of Virgo. She liked to pretend that Queen Alkaline’s spirit still rested in the space and lent Azure strength.

      Picking up a piece of dry toast, she took a bite before pulling her wand from the side table. She waved it at the note on the ground next to the double doors. The note repaired itself where Finswick had torn it to pieces, and the pee disappeared. It flew through the air and landed in Azure’s outstretched hand.

      Finswick jumped into the seat she was just about to sit in. He turned around once and then sat down. She pursed her lips at him and shook her head before taking the seat adjacent to it.

      She waved her wand at the teapot, and it lifted into the air and poured her a cup of steaming tea. Azure broke the seal on the note and blew on the hot tea.

      “When I was peeing on the torn-up note, I realized that it was rather important,” Finswick said, licking his paw.

      Her eyes fell on the note, eyes growing wide as she read. Azure bolted to a standing position, her tea cup slamming down on the table and breaking. “Yes, it’s important! You should have woken me.”

      “I was plotting your murder.” The feline shrugged indifferently.

      Azure picked up the note, her eyes running over each word again, carefully this time. It couldn’t be…

      Dear Queen Azure,

      I haven’t been entirely honest with you. I think we both know that’s been the case from the beginning, but you chose to overlook it, believing you could trust me. That was a mistake, and I’m ashamed that I’ll lose that trust in the future. Before I tell you what I’ve done, please give me a moment to explain.

      You met me shortly after the rogue dryad statue garden, where you learned that perpetrators caught abusing the Dark Forest were turned into statues and banished to that place for a set amount of time. When I was younger, my father, a noble Light Elf, taught me how to create portals to Earth. I made a mistake—I opened a portal, but it started a deadly fire that burned a great portion of the Dark Forest. While we were trying to extinguish the fire, the rogue dryads arrived. My father, not wanting me to suffer the consequences of my mistake, took the blame. You can guess what happened to him, and how very long his sentence is as a statue. I know you need the Book of Branches to find the rogue dryads, but as long as they exist, my father will be stone. I need the book so that I can destroy them and break his curse. It pains me very much to betray you, but I’ve stolen the Book of Branches and will not ever return to Virgo.

      Queen Azure, there is no one I respect more than you, but rescuing my father is my most important goal. He suffers for what I did, and I can’t remain on Oriceran any longer knowing what I did to him. So, although I know it will undo your plan to stop the humans of Terran, I must destroy the rogue dryads once and for all. My first loyalty will always be to my father. My second is to you, Your Majesty.

      My deepest apologies,

      Ever

      Azure dropped the note on the table and pressed her face into her hands. So, this was what heartbreak truly felt like. She was going to find that damn Light Elf, and then she was going to make him suffer. He’d been lying since the beginning. Pretending to help her just so she’d get the Book of Branches. It had been his idea all along, she realized. How dare he think he could betray her?

      Azure spun and faced Finswick. “Alert the cabinet. We’re headed out on another mission!”
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      The mechanical bug that Phillip had purchased in the Dark Market landed on the table next to his glass of bourbon. Yes, the Orcs had been able to shoot down a few harpies and also the pterosaurs he had been hoping would poison the Virgo water supply a second or third time. When those efforts had failed, Phillip decided that knowledge was more important than retaliatory efforts.

      “What have you learned?” Phillip asked the metal bug, which buzzed loudly.

      It turned until its backend was facing him and paper churned out from its butt, rolling as it emerged. When it stopped, Phillip ripped the tiny printout from the spy bug and read it.

      “The queen is seeking the rogue dryads so she can help them break into the Land of Terran.”

      Phillip laughed as he read the printout. Yes, that would be a great plan. The rogue dryads were dying to sweep into the Land of Terran and turn the humans into statues for what they’d done to the Dark Forest. However, Phillip knew that finding the rogue dryads would be impossible, since Queen Azure was the perfect Oriceran.

      Phillip rubbed Rover’s head as he stared off in thought. The rogue dryads lurked in the shadows whenever he was in the Dark Forest, waiting for a moment when the harpies weren’t protecting the Duke. But that didn’t matter. He smiled to himself. That’s why Phillip had secured the counsel of a voodoo doctor in the Dark Market. The old hag had told Phillip that rogue dryads were silent and invisible to those who had done no harm to the Dark Forest. It would therefore be impossible for Queen Azure to find a rogue dryad and complete her mission. So although he could feel them when he was outside the walls of the city, they wouldn’t be found to do the queen’s bidding.

      Another mechanical bug landed next to the first. Like the other one, it backed up until paper started to shoot out of its butt. Phillip waited until the paper stopped and tore it off. These spy bugs had been a great investment. He swelled with pride before reading the message.

      His good cheer plummeted.

      “The Queen of Virgo has obtained the Book of Branches, which will tell her how to find the rogue dryads.”

      “Damn!” Phillip exclaimed, making Rover start. The large poodle ran and hid behind the leather couch.

      That little witch didn’t know what was good for her kingdom, just like her mother. She was going to get herself killed—and Phillip was going to do it.

      Another mechanical bug flew in through the open window and lined up next to its brethren. Phillip waited until the message had fully spun out of its hind end and then tore it off. A smile formed on his thin lips when he read it.

      “The Book of Branches has been stolen from the queen. A Light Elf has it and is going after the rogue dryads to take them out.”

      Well, well, well. It looked like two problems would be solved. No threats from Virgo, and his enemies, the rogue dryads, would be exterminated. All he had to do was plot and execute the Grand Prince’s murder. Frederick had been rather annoying lately, asking sticky questions and inquiring into the affairs of Terran. Soon he’d be invited on a harvest outing, since the young emperor was chomping at the bit to do something for his people. And because he wanted to help so much, maybe he could make the ultimate sacrifice and die for his people. The harpies needed to be fed if they were going to keep serving Terran, after all. Once Emperor Frederick was dead then Phillip would formally take the throne.
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            Author Notes - Sarah Noffke

          

          October 2, 2017

        

      

    

    
      The idea for this book came to me in a strange way. I’d had the idea for Mage Lenore from the beginning of the series. However, I had no idea that she’d be on the Mountain of Truth or the Keeper of secrets. It’s always so strange for me as the writer to see the way things unfold and connect. It’s kind of fun and totally enchanting.

      Okay, can we discuss Blisters? Talk about a surprise. I knew that Azure would need to turn to the unicorns at some point, but when that little bundle of joy and chaos was placed in her possession, well I was surprised and happy. My dear friend, Colleen, took my daughter and me to Universal Studio this summer (hence my inclusion of Harry Potter in the first book). Colleen, or Leen as I call  her, played one of those carnival games where you throw down a hammer and try and make the thing hit the bell. Sorry for my description, it’s not like I’m a writer. Anyway, because she’s a beast, she won…twice. Our girls picked out little white stuffed animal unicorns as their prizes. And now you know when Blisters was officially born. Recently I took a trip to Orlando and went to the Universal Studios there. Guess who went with me? If you guessed Blisters the stuffed animal then you’re correct. I sent pictures of Blisters handing out all of the place to my daughter who was home on the west coast. If you’ve seen Amelie the movie then you get the reference. My daughter constantly talks about Blisters. I think he needs to have a children’s book spin off.

      I always like to give insights into naming in the author notes. Here’s something fun. I named the werecat after a childhood friend names Laurel. She was named after the comedic duo, but I didn’t know that until later. I just thought she had a cool name so I passed it on to the werecat. Another fun fact about cats and names: Finswick, Azure’s familiar is named after my own cat, Finley. This morning Finley brought a lizard into the house. I caught him and he totally tried to hide the thing, knowing I’d toss it out. The cat finally owned it and threw the dead lizard up into the air and ran from the room. Sometimes I feel like a witch and I’m constantly herding cats.

      Thank you to Michael Anderle for giving me this chance. I’m still waiting for the roller coaster you threw me on to slow down.

      Thank you to Martha Carr for your amazing support. I love sharing the ideas that have come out of our collaborations. You are a creative soul.

      Thank you to the awesome authors who pushed me to do this. Jeff and Sarah I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t for you.

      Thank you to Lynne, Steve, Andrew and Jeff for all the work on the books, covers and championing so much of the publishing.

      Thank you to my beta team Colleen and Heidi. You two keep me sane… or maybe it’s the other way around.

      Thank you to my amazing readers. I asked myself a question the other day and it had a strange answer. I asked if I would still write if trapped on a desert island and no one would ever read the books. The answer was yes, but the feeling connected to it was different. It wouldn’t be as much fun to write if there wasn’t awesome readers to share it with. Thank you.

      Thank you to my friends and family for all the support and love.
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      What a wonderful thing to see an author grow a fan base like Sarah Noffke has been doing in the Oriceran Universe. My phone lights up every time someone posts to the Oriceran Facebook page (don’t want to leave anyone hanging…). But I learned pretty quickly that if it’s a comment about anything to do with the Soul Stone Mage series I can relax. My phone lights up again in just a minute or two with a response from Sarah.

      Every author who writes in the Universe has a story to tell about why this means so much to them to build a strong fan base. It’s a lifelong dream (for some like me that can literally mean life-long…), it’s financial freedom or the chance to do this full time for a living. So few authors get to realize that dream… except around these parts. That has everything to do with all of you.

      You guys are reading every series, every book and then asking… ‘Where’s the next one?’ Even better, your numbers are growing as more urban fantasy fans discover we’re out here now. We’re becoming a big family (that includes all of you) and so it’s all the sweeter to work with Sarah to craft a story and then see her put in the effort – and there you guy are with encouragement, suggestions, and telling us all what you love about the series!

      Thank you for taking Soul Stone Mage series and Sarah Noffke and all the authors of Oriceran into your lives and popping up on Facebook to chat. We love it all!
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      Thank you, I cannot express my appreciation enough that not only did you pick up and read this book, but you read it all the way to the end and NOW, you’re reading my publisher notes at the very back!

      Here is a little secret of publishing a series: You are made or broken by the third book.

      What I mean by this, is now we have books 01 and 02 out for the fans to read, and we should have a pretty good understanding of the read-through rate for books 01 to 02.

      Normally, you want this to be a percentage between 63% on the low side, to HOWEVER high you can get on the high side (preferably 75% if possible or above.)

      If you have a book that is in the 80%-90% range?  HOLY CRACKERS! I would love one day to put out a series where my read-through rate is higher than 90% book 01 to book 02.

      I’m not sure how to do it, mind you. I just want to be able to have accomplished it.

      Sarah and Martha have pulled together the third book now in the Soul Stone Mage Series and we can see the ongoing efforts of Azure to comprehend and use that comprehension in her life.

      You know, we call it growing up here in the mundane world ;)

      Seriously though, I want to thank Sarah Noffke for an incredible amount of effort and tribulation as we asked her not only to learn a completely new universe. A universe that we change from time to time as new requests for understanding occur from our team.

      Mind you, she would be a part of said team and responsible for creating some of the clarifying questions that kept us busy…Just saying.

      And I’ll second that Sarah is an amazing human being who is so sweet to speak with on the phone. I know she takes time from her schedule to respond quickly (outside sleeping) to all of your questions and comments and we particularly love how you have accepted her into the LMBPN Publishing / Oriceran / Kurtherian Gambit family.

      Thank you!

      Ad Aeternitatem,

      Michael Anderle
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      “That fucking little fucker,” Azure said to herself, already starting to pace in the cabinet chamber. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen this coming. How could it be that she hadn’t known Ever had had a side motive? She had known all along that he was secretive. Maybe she’d guessed that he was hiding something, but not that he’d betray them.

      “Queen Azure,” Gillian said from behind her. “Finswick just came and got me. He said you needed to see me and that it was urgent.”

      Azure narrowed her eyes at the gnome. “Yes, I do, but first I have a few questions for you.” She pulled her wand from her hair, causing it to fall down her exposed back. Azure had returned to wearing uncomfortable dresses that didn’t cover enough of her upper body and sought to tangle her lower half with overflowing material. Presently she wore a black and white medieval gown with a modern flare.

      “You keep a lot of secrets from me, Gillian, and I’m starting to question the logic of allowing such a person so close to the crown,” Azure said, a tone in her voice she’d never used before. Was this what betrayal did—made reasonable people doubt their friends’ loyalty?

      Gillian, appearing not at all flustered, put his hands behind his back and cleared his throat. “Withhold, Queen Azure. I don’t keep secrets. I withhold information.”

      “I think this might be a game of semantics,” Azure said, pressing her eyes shut and feeling the stress mount on her shoulders. It was like a giant had taken a dive from the high wire and landed squarely on her.

      “Is my honesty in question, Queen Azure?” Gillian asked.

      “Everyone’s honesty is currently in question,” Azure said, lifting her eyes to the entrance, where racing feet could be heard approaching.

      The door swung open and Monet stood there breathless. “Is it true? Say it isn’t so!”

      “I’m afraid it is,” Azure said, reading the confused expression in Gillian’s eyes.

      “But with the Light Elf gone, how will I secure more Cheetos? Blisters ate all of mine. And the Dark Market is currently out,” Monet said, real fear growing in his eyes.

      Azure nearly allowed herself to laugh. Leave it to Monet to loosen her up with this ridiculousness during a huge moment of frustration. That’s one of the things she appreciated about him most. He didn’t take anything too serious. “That shouldn’t be the main concern. Ever has taken off with the Book of Branches.”

      “He’s done what?” Gillian asked, his mouth hanging open.

      Azure flicked her wand at the note Ever had left, and it flew straight to Gillian. He took it and eagerly began reading.

      “I say we behead him when he’s found,” Gran said from just behind Monet. He stepped away from the door to allow her entrance.

      “I actually think that might be a brilliant idea,” Azure said, forcing herself to sit at the table. Finswick entered next, and Richard followed him in. Her father looked as though he hadn’t slept well the night before. The adjustment to living in Virgo, she’d learned from Finswick, hadn’t been smooth. The witches and wizards were polite to him, but also watched him constantly, not offering him the hospitality that was usually synonymous with the kingdom. And Emeri had, a time or two—according to Finswick—been found having hushed conversations with him. The former queen, now devoid of magic, hadn’t been able to put a protective spell around her conversations, and so Finswick had heard the pair fighting over something to do with lifespan. Emeri had apparently stormed off, saying something about how they’d both suffer the same fate now.

      “You invite three people from outside your species to sit on your cabinet and now you wonder why one has betrayed you?” Monet shook his head and clicked his tongue.

      “People aren’t untrustworthy just because they are different from us. It’s about what’s inside their hearts, not what makes up their DNA,” Azure said, tapping her wand on the surface of the table.

      Gillian passed the note to Richard, who appeared to still be in the dark. “I wouldn’t have guessed this about Ever,” the gnome said, climbing into one of the chairs around the table.

      “Do we know when he left?” Azure asked, staring around at the various faces.

      “It couldn’t have been long ago. I was actually up studying the Book of Branches up until a few hours ago,” the queen mother said, pulling a potion bottle from her robe and taking a drink of the split pea-green liquid.

      “You were? Did you learn anything?” Azure asked.

      “I learned that I didn’t speak Greek,” Gran said with a laugh.

      Azure’s head sank lower in disappointment. “Ever must have been waiting for you to leave so he could steal the book. I had left it in his care overnight.”

      “Yes, and I’d asked if I could have a go at it for a bit, which he allowed,” Gran said, wiping the corners of her mouth with a handkerchief.

      “Did anyone else see anything?” Azure asked.

      “I saw the insides of my eyelids and had this dream about this big-chested mermaid named Candy. She had a way with—”

      “Anyone see anything relevant?” Azure cut Monet off, shaking her head at him.

      Richard bowed his head. His face was still covered in confusion, but his mind seemed to be working something out. “If Ever only left recently he might not be to the border yet, or he just got there. I could go and speak with the Orcs—find out if the chief or his men saw anything.”

      “Yes. Go directly to the southwestern border,” the queen mother said, holding her hand up in the light streaming through the nearby window and watching it with great interest.

      “And why…” Azure started.

      “Because I didn’t learn much from reading the Book of Branches, but I did learn that many of the oldest dryad tribes still reside in the forest to the west of here, the area that borders the river on the other side of the desert.” Gran clenched her hand shut, a victorious smile on her face.

      “What are you doing, you crazy old witch?” Monet asked, throwing his feet up on the table and leaning back.

      The queen mother slammed her hand down on the table, crushing a metal object in her palm into bits. Screws and small parts rolled in various directions. “I’m destroying what I believe to be a spying device. I’ve noticed the strange metal bugs around and just realized they must be spies sent from the Land of Terran.”

      Azure turned her focus to Richard. “Is that possible?”

      He nodded. “I heard Phillip brainstorming about such an idea, but he hadn’t secured the right means for it before I left. He must have found a source.”

      Azure blew out a long hot breath. “Okay, so we can assume that the Duke of Terran knows about the Book of Branches and Richard’s alliance.”

      “That latter part doesn’t change a thing, but I do think I need to set off to alert the Orcs or find out how long ago Ever passed through the border,” Richard said, standing tall.

      Azure nodded, glad that someone was being proactive. “Yes, please do that. Take one of the fastest horses to save time.”

      Richard nodded, sweeping from the room. To say it felt weird ordering the previous emperor of Terran around was a huge understatement.

      “Gillian, can we get that copy of the Book of Branches that the gnomes made?” Azure asked.

      He shook his head, a rough look on his face. “I wouldn’t advise it. Firstly, they are still recreating the book based on the fast copy they took of it. I’m certain it won’t be ready for quite some time. And secondly, they have restricted who can access the book.”

      “But I loaned my copy to them,” Azure complained.

      Gillian shrugged indifferently. “That doesn’t really matter. That’s not how gnomes work.”

      “So now what are we going to do? Head willy-nilly into the mountains looking for Ever?” Azure asked.

      “I can track him,” Gillian offered.

      “Oh, look who doesn’t want to be beheaded by the queen mother?” Monet taunted in a sing-song voice.

      Gillian ignored the wizard and slipped down from the chair. He began walking back and forth, working double-time because of his short strides to cross the space he paced. “If we leave right away, Ever’s trail should be fresh. He’s fast and knows the forest well, but I know the mountains better. I can inquire along the way to see if anyone saw him pass through that area.”

      “Okay, it’s a plan that involves much uncertainty and a bit of faith, but I’ll take it,” Azure said, rising from her chair. She turned her eyes to Finswick, who was standing by the fire. “Please enlist help to hunt down and destroy these spy bugs. I can’t have Phillip knowing any more than he does.”

      The cat nodded and strode from the room, his tail high in the air.
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      The Duke of Terran turned the volume knob on the old transistor radio until the static-filled music was loud enough to hear. The old device only played one song, but if a radio had to be enchanted to play something, then Phillip was grateful it was this song. “Earth Angel” had quickly become his favorite. The shady character from the Dark Market had given Phillip a long list of songs, but from the beginning this had been the one he knew should be played on the broken device.

      He swayed back and forth, gaining the attention of his dog Rover as he sauntered through the office. One day he dreamed of traveling to Earth and attending a party like those he’d seen on the black and white shows he’d bought from the Dark Market. The devices and entertainment were unreliable, but with his power reserves full from leeching the Dark Forest he’d been able to make them work, just like the radio. However, he had to be careful, not just because of the rogue dryads hiding in the shadows waiting for him to slip up and enter the forest without a harpy bodyguard, but also because he’d lost Emeri’s soul stone. Humans on Terran lived longer thanks to magic, but Phillip had hoped the soul stone would make him the longest-lived human on Oriceran one day. That option had been stolen with the soul stone. That was why he had to steal more soul stones, which shouldn’t be a problem once the fast-acting virus he’d poisoned the streams of Virgo with took full effect.

      The Duke stared out the window, humming along with the music. Everything was going according to plan. Now he just needed to execute the next phase.

      “Uncle, you called for me?” Frederick said at his back.

      Phillip swung around, a fake smile on his mouth. “I did indeed. I need you to do a few things for me.”

      The young man lowered his chin and regarded Phillip for a moment with great reluctance in his eyes. “You don’t want me to write another letter to the Queen of Virgo, do you?”

      Phillip pulled in a breath, looking proud. “I actually do.”

      “But Uncle, I didn’t think that making threats was the best idea for getting Father back the first time. If I could just speak with my sister—”

      “Do not call her that,” Phillip boomed, cutting Frederick off.

      “But that’s in fact who she is. Queen Azure, as my father’s child, is my sister,” Frederick said, rebellion flaring in his eyes.

      “Do you enjoy highlighting the fact that you’re related to a disgusting witch? Because I promise you that you’re better off hiding that fact rather than dwelling on it.”

      “Uncle, Virgoans are just people like us. I remember Father trying to get you to see that long ago. But you—”

      “Know better than he did,” Phillip finished, interrupting him again. “I also know that we can allow those tattletales to live, or we can destroy them and take their power.”

      “I disagree. The more I think about it, I’m convinced that I should write an apology to Queen Azure. We should form an alliance with the witches and wizards of Virgo.” Frederick’s eyes fell on a golf club that rested against the wall. He’d never seen one before, which is why his brows scrunched up tight as he stared at it.

      “Do you know that, as we speak, the Queen—your sister—is trying to locate a book that will tell her how to find the rogue dryads? She means to have us punished for harvesting the Dark Forest,” Phillip said.

      “Oh, really? How do you know that? Why was I not made aware?” Frederick asked.

      “I didn’t think it was worth bothering you with, since your studies are of utmost importance,” Phillip lied.

      “More and more I think you keep things from me, Uncle. Like what’s going on with these harvests… Why are the rogue dryads cutting off our borders in the forest?” Frederick scratched his head and picked up the club. “And what is this?”

      “That…” Phillip plucked the instrument from Frederick’s hand. “That is a golf club. Apparently it’s a sport from Earth that involves knocking a ball into a hole. We’ll need a lot of grass-covered ground to play it, but I’ve found a spot just outside our borders that should work.”

      “If we’re already having so many problems with the rogue dryads, how are you going to secure this land?” Frederick asked.

      “Good question. I’ve had blueprints drawn up, and I think we can wall in this golf course using the magic that protects Terran. However, we are going to need a distraction. Bait of sort that the rogue dryads would go after,” Phillip said, strolling behind Frederick.

      “What if the rogue dryads are right? Father used to say it as well. Maybe we do overuse. Maybe we need to discover other ways of living. I’ve been thinking that I should explore other cultures. We’ve walled ourselves away from the rest of Oriceran. There are other societies of humans, like in New Egypt. We know about Earth, but nothing else. And—”

      “There’s nothing else to know about,” Phillip said, biting off the words. “We are human. Do you imagine the practices of the Light Elves will help us? Do you think the customs of the Crystals befit us? Do you suppose other humans on Oriceran know how to live better than we do? Or do you believe that the humans of Earth, where we originated, are the right model for us?”

      Frederick nodded, having heard this argument many times. Still, there was something that didn’t compute. “It’s just that we don’t live on Earth. I don’t see how having a golf course is going to benefit us.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” Phillip twirled the golf club in his hands, a devilish smile on his face.

      “There’s magic on Oriceran. We have groups like the rogue dryads, whom I know we fear, but honestly I think they serve to keep a balance. We’ve overused the forest, and they believe we should be punished. I don’t think we should build a golf course, but rather negotiate with the rogue dryads. Find out how we can fix things and free the people they’ve turned into statues,” Frederick said, all his words coming out quickly.

      “Yes, you sound just like your father now. Like father, like son.” Phillip tested the balance of the club in his hand. Swung it at the ground, like he’d seen in the practice videos. He stared off, as if watching his golf ball launch through the air and fly a great distance.

      “Well, thank you. I think Father was right.” A great sadness fell over Frederick’s face, one that showed his sentimentality. His weakness.

      “Your father was only right about one thing. He always admitted he wasn’t fit to run the Land of Terran, and had no interest in doing so. He bowed to my superior reasoning.” Phillip tested his swing again, really getting the hang of the flow of the movement.

      “Well, that’s where Father and I are different. I want to be Emperor. I’m excited to lead my people,” Frederick said, his attention drawn to Rover, who had taken off after one of the loose golf balls Phillip had been putting earlier.

      “And that desire to lead will be your very undoing,” Phillip said, pulling the club back and bringing it across the back of Frederick’s head. The young man’s head swung to the side, and he fell flat on the floor.

      Phillip regarded his nephew with a pitying look, grateful that the young emperor had supplied him with the right motivation to complete the job of knocking him out. He hadn’t thought he would be able to do it at first, but he knew that Frederick with his altruistic notions couldn’t be placed in power. Now, as Regent, the role of Emperor would fall on the Duke. And Frederick… Well, he’d serve his people, as he’d wanted to. He’d sacrifice himself so the people of Terran could have a golf course.
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      Pink climbing roses covered the arbor that lined the pathway which connected the House of Enchanted to the manicured gardens. Emeri smiled when she came to the end of the covered pathway and the sun kissed the top of her head. There were few things that made her smile of late, but a garden in full bloom deserved her joy. She nodded to the old wizard who sat on a stone bench beside a low row of bushes. Beside Finnegan a fairy buzzed, and others could be seen flying through the gardens. It wasn’t their space to care for, but fairies couldn’t help tending to plants.

      “Thank you for meeting with me,” Finnegan said, standing and taking the hand Emeri extended to him. The old wizard pressed his cracked lips to the back of her hand before standing tall. His long turquoise beard was untidy and his eyes tired, as if he hadn’t slept in quite some time.

      “Of course. Shall we?” Emeri held out her hand, indicating the cobbled path that wove through the topiaries and rosebushes. Her emerald-green ringlets were pinned up on top of her head. Emeri might not be queen anymore, but she still dressed as if she were. A hundred-year reign couldn’t be forgotten overnight.

      “It’s about the virus,” Finnegan began at once. The old wizard hadn’t worked a full day at the farm since he’d contracted the ailment, which wasn’t surprising. Virgo hadn’t been the same since the morning witches and wizards awoke to realize something was askew.

      Emeri nodded. “I figured as much.”

      “I was hoping you’d take me through how it affected you. I mean, we know that it will steal our magic eventually, and that for some it is faster than with others. I just…”

      Emeri pressed her fingers to her soul stone, which had been fashioned into a necklace just like Azure’s. It didn’t just give her comfort to have the stone again, but also strength. She’d fully recovered…well, as much as she was going to.

      “You know that my magic is completely gone, right?” she asked the old wizard.

      He nodded, not looking at all like himself. The virus stole people’s confidence as it robbed them of magic.

      “At first my magic didn’t work the way it always had. It was unreliable, and backfired at times.” The pair followed the bend in the path. A flock of dodo birds sat under a nearby tree, pecking at the ground.

      “How long until your magic was gone completely?” Finnegan asked.

      “That’s only just beset me.” Emeri stared into the distance, not really seeing.

      Finnegan cradled his head in his knobby hands. “That means it took a year for you to lose your magic.”

      “Which means we have enough time for Azure to find a cure. As we speak, she’s working on—”

      Finnegan shook his head, his eyes filling with tears. “I’ve already lost all my magic.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “It’s gone. Poof! Disappeared overnight,” Finnegan told her, his voice frantic.

      “Oh, but that can’t be!” Emeri turned, appraising the wizard in front of her.

      “It’s true. I realize that because I irrigated the crops the morning of the infection I might have gotten a stronger dosage, but what if this strain is more potent? What if everyone in Virgo who has the virus is going to lose their magic right away?” Finnegan asked.

      Emeri tightened her mouth and shook her head. “That’s not going to happen. We won’t allow it. And we will find a way for you to get your magic back.”

      “Oh, you’ve always been strong, but I fear that there’s little hope, especially for an old wizard like myself.” Finnegan pulled his wand from his pocket and held it up. He laughed coldly at it. “I’ve had this wand for almost five hundred years, and now it’s useless to me.”

      A small light buzzed nearby and then the figure of the fairy shot into view. The silver-haired fairy sank down until she was perched on Finnegan’s shoulder. “Hey, listen—we’ve told you it’s going to be okay.”

      Emeri smiled weakly at the sweet fairy. They had always taken such good care of Finnegan. “Luna is right. And the best thing you can do is to get some rest. Preserve your strength, so that when we have a cure you can get right back to work.”

      Finnegan laughed, but this time it was genuine. “You’ve always been a slave-driver, haven’t you?”

      “I just know you’re happiest working on the farm.” Emeri turned her gaze on the buzzing fairy. “Please follow Finnegan home. And let the House know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you,” Luna said, pulling on a piece of Finnegan’s hair and leading him forward as if he were on a leash.

      Emeri’s smile dropped. She should have said more. Helped Finnegan to feel better. But what else could she have said?

      “The people of Virgo still look to you for comfort.” Richard’s voice came from behind her.

      Straightening, Emeri turned and faced him. He was wearing his usual get-up of slacks and a button-up shirt. He wore only neutral colors, like most humans from Terran. How strange Emeri must look beside him with her vibrant hair and eyes and colorful dress!

      “The people of Virgo are in a time of need,” Emeri said plainly.

      “And even though you’re suffering, you’re still trying to remain strong for them,” Richard observed.

      “The job of the royal family doesn’t go away when a queen gives up her crown.”

      Richard’s face fell. “First of all, I want to say I’m sorry.”

      “Yet again,” Emeri said, bustling back the way she’d come. Richard strode beside her, his eyes on her stony expression.

      “You don’t seem to hear me when I say it. Also, you’ve insinuated that I’ve abandoned my duties to Terran. I didn’t—I was stripped of my title.” Richard’s voice was a rough whisper.

      “I’m fully aware of that. I’m not insinuating anything. I can’t help it if you have a guilty conscience,” Emeri spat.

      “I’ve been trying to help Azure. You know that.”

      “Yes, word has gotten out that the human from Terran is being noble from time to time,” Emeri said, her voice cold.

      “You know, hating me takes away precious energy you could be using for other things,” Richard said. There was an almost-smile in his eyes.

      “Hating you has given my life purpose.”

      Richard stared down at a row of rose bushes that were bursting with life, something both he and Emeri were losing faster than ever. Emeri would begin to age quickly without her magic, and without drawing from the elements, Richard would also meet death much sooner. However, after seeing the damage to the Dark Forest and realizing what Phillip had been doing to make Terran great, he wouldn’t pull magic anymore. It felt wrong—or maybe it was that he felt the need to punish himself somehow.

      “Well, I never hated you. You and I were put into unfortunate positions. A no-win situation,” Richard said, and when Emeri didn’t soften he added, “I always wanted to fight Phillip, but I feared what he’d do if I did.”

      “Oh, like create a virus that robbed me of my magic?” Emeri yelled so loudly that she unsettled the dodos.

      “It took him several decades to do that. Just imagine what he would have done if I’d rebelled. He probably would have waged a war, with no regard for the treaty.” Richard gazed at Emeri with an earnest look in his eyes.

      She tilted her head up, her nose pinched. “I still don’t approve of having you here. I only tolerate it for Azure.”

      “Who by the way, is as incredible as her mother and just as impressive as queen.”

      Emeri shook her head in response and hurried forward, leaving Richard at her back.

      “Queen Azure treats me with the same indifference, but I’ll spend my remaining years proving to you both that I deserve a second chance,” Richard called, a lightness to his tone.
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      Laurel strode beside Queen Azure, her eyes low. It was still so strange for the werecat to travel around Virgo without having to be hyperaware of her surroundings. She’d have to get used to it.

      “Are you sure you won’t join us? We could use someone with your logic skills on this expedition,” Azure said.

      “No, I’m cataloging new plants native to Virgo. I documented all the ones I could find in Lancothy. This is a part of my life’s work—to create essential oils from plants which have many uses.”

      “You will fit in well here in Virgo with that mindset. We too rely on Oriceran to heal us and provide the remedies we need,” Azure told her.

      “Except for now. Your people…” Laurel’s voice trailed off, her cat-eyes full of remorse.

      “My people will recover. We’ll use industrious spirits like yours to persevere.”

      “Maybe I’ll discover something while you’re gone—something that can help. I’m intrigued by the lavender that grows wild here. I’ve never seen anything like it, and think the medicinal purposes will be numerous,” Laurel said, a bit of excitement in her voice.

      “Very good. I’ve asked Finnegan to give you access to the lab in Charmsgood’s old potions shop. It’s not being used, and will be a good place for you to create your essential oils. Once they’re tested, feel free to sell them at the artisan market,” Azure said, taking the reins of the horse that had been brought to her.

      “Oh good, the queen has decided to grace us with her presence,” Monet said. He was already on his own horse.

      “Where’s Gillian?” Azure asked, staring around.

      “You haven’t heard?” Monet asked, covering his laugh with the side of his hand.

      “Heard what?” Azure wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Had the gnome abandoned them after stealing secrets, like Ever?

      “Well, your favorite new pet decided he was accompanying us, and Gillian actually agreed,” Monet said, pointing to the stable doors.

      Azure stared at them, confusion masking her expression. She dropped the reins of her horse when Blisters came galloping out of the stables. A saddle had been poorly fitted to the little unicorn, and it slid to the ground as he bounded forward.

      “Blisters, what are you doing here?” Azure asked.

      “I get to go on your adventure. The lovely Gillian agreed when I made him an offer,” the small unicorn said, frolicking in a circle.

      Azure lifted her gaze to find Gillian marching out of the stable, a bridle in his hand.

      “What is going on?” she asked.

      “Well, as you might have guessed, Queen Azure,” Gillian began, “I’m a bit small to ride a full-sized horse.”

      “However…” Monet interjected, a wide smile on his face.

      “However, Blisters agreed that I could ride him, if he was allowed to go,” Gillian said, his chest puffed out.

      “Oh, dear Merlin.” Azure struck her forehead with her hand, her eyes wide. “And of course you wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to ride a unicorn, even if he brings disaster and death with him,” Azure whispered in Gillian’s direction, a hand cupped around her mouth.

      “Exactly,” Gillian said proudly. He strode forward and fitted the bridle over Blisters’ head, although the excited unicorn jumped around, making the task much harder.

      “I’m going to save the world! Me and my pals are going to save Oriceran. Glory be to us!”

      Azure stared into the heavens. “Fuck my life,” she whispered.

      “I second that, sister,” Monet said, withdrawing a flask from his robes and taking a long drink.

      Azure grabbed her reins and again mounted her horse before gazing at Laurel. “Well, if we don’t return, please take care of Finswick for me. Maybe take him on your travels. He’s always wanted to leave Virgo, but I’ve never allowed it.” Azure’s familiar had helped to rid the House of Enchanted of those bugs Phillip had spying on them. He really deserved a reward, one that included more than her gratitude. Soon she’d see that he got it.

      Laurel offered an encouraging smile. “I’m certain that won’t be necessary. I’ll be here when you all return,” the werecat said.

      “Hold still,” Gillian said to Blisters with an irritated growl. He replaced the saddle on the unicorn’s back, tightening it and ensuring the attached bags were secure. Twice he tried to throw his stumpy leg over to mount, but was dragged the opposite direction. Gillian held onto the reins as the tiny unicorn charged forward, unaware that his rider was only half on him.

      After nearly being trampled under his hooves, Gillian pulled himself upright on Blisters, a determined look in his eyes. The gnome gripped the reins, holding them tightly.

      “It isn’t too late to make different travel arrangements,” Azure said, careful in her choice of words.

      Thinking she was speaking to him, Blisters shook his head, his mane of rainbow hair swaying. “No, I’ve made up my mind. I want Gillian as my rider.”

      Azure offered the gnome one last look of warning, to which he replied by tucking his chin and flicking the reins. “We’d better be off. We’ll want to reach the river by nightfall.”

      Blisters started forward, a small toot sounding from his rear end like a broken trumpet. His horn-like music didn’t stop until Azure and Monet joined Blisters, their horses striding beside him as he ran at full speed.
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      The terrain was comprised of rolling hills, which the horses managed easily. Even the little unicorn was able to handle the rise and fall of the land without issue. What he was poor at was remaining quiet.

      “When do you think Mage Lenore will deliver my wand? I keep checking each morning. Did you ask her when you met? Which reminds me, have any of you ever had a canker sore in your mouth? The queen mother says that it’s because I talk too much, but I don’t know—”

      “How did Mage Lenore remind you of a canker sore?” Monet asked, cutting Blisters off.

      The unicorn laughed, making Gillian bounce up and down. “Oh, you’re funny. So, in preparation for the trip I brought lots of supplies. Water, matches, candles, candy—”

      “Why did you bring a fire starter?” Gillian asked, his voice irritated.

      “Because I’m afraid of the dark,” Blisters said, his high-pitched voice full of shame.

      “No, I mean, why would you clutter up your saddlebags with such things when we are able to manifest fire with magic?” Gillian shook his head.

      Monet pulled his horse up next to Azure, who was in the lead. “Do you also sense that we will be dumber by the end of this journey? I can feel the brain cells popping in my head.”

      “If you get poisoned or mortally wounded you’ll be grateful that a unicorn is one of your traveling companions,” Azure said, her eyes on the upcoming ridge, which bordered the Conca River.

      “You know what, that’s what I loathe about you. You’re always trying to see the best in people or a situation like a fucking optimist,” Monet complained.

      “I only ever see your numerous flaws, though. Did you know that you have one nostril that’s larger than the other? And you have baby hands. Oh, and your jaw clicks when you chew, which is highly annoying. I have also noticed—”

      Monet urged his horse ahead, leaving Azure behind wearing a proud smile. Honestly, what Azure appreciated most about her longtime friend was he never treated her differently. All her life people had bowed to her every time she walked into room. She hardly knew if most liked her for who she was. But that had never been true of Monet. He treated her like she was a real person, not the Queen, and she needed that. Everyone needed someone who loved them for who they were and not the role they were born into.

      The group rode on, listening to Blisters practicing different tunes for the better part of an hour. “I’m considering going into entertainment at some point,” the runt unicorn informed everyone proudly. “Ever told me… Wait, is it okay to talk about the traitor, or should we pretend that he’s dead to us?”

      “We’re on a journey to apprehend the traitor,” Azure said.

      “And murder him,” Monet added from the front of the group.

      “Right, well, he told me about this contest show on Earth. It’s called ‘America’s Got Talent.’ He also said there was a similar dancing show called ‘So You Think You Can Dance.’ I, by the way, know I can dance. I’d love to go on one of those shows and strut my stuff. I’ve been working on a tap number at night, which the queen mother says is loud enough to wake the dead. I think that’s a good sign. I’m thinking of adding a juggling aspect to the act—”

      “Wa-wa-wait.” Azure cut Blisters off, throwing her chin over her shoulder. “How do you plan to juggle? You don’t have hands.”

      The unicorn laughed again. “You’re funny, Queen Azure. Isn’t she funny, Gillian?”

      “Hilarious,” Gillian said, his voice neutral as he tried to suppress his annoyance.

      As the gray waters of the Conca River came into view Monet sped up, veering his horse to the left to run alongside the banks.

      “Hey, hold up!” Azure yelled.

      “I wasn’t born this century, Queeny. I think I can cross the river on my own,” Monet called over his shoulder.

      Monet directed his horse to a spot where the current was slower. Azure kicked her heels into her horse, closing the distance between her and the bank faster. “Monet, I’m not kidding. I’ve learned a thing or two on these adventures outside Virgo.”

      She halted the horse and swung her leg down.

      “You just have to be in charge, don’t you?” Monet asked, playfulness in his voice.

      “I’m serious. The rivers and lakes outside Virgo aren’t like what we’re used to.” She knelt, eying the flowing water.

      “Okay, I’ll humor you. What’s so different here? You’ve never been to the Conca River before.” Monet dismounted and stared at Azure, hands on his hips.

      “Well, I can tell by that look in your beady green eyes that you don’t believe me, so why don’t you do the honors of calling the creatures I’ve made alliances with?” Azure asked, standing and waving at the river.

      “How do I do that?” Monet asked, one eyebrow arching.

      “Stick your finger in the river.”

      Blisters trotted over with Gillian on his back, both wearing curious expressions.

      “Just stick my precious finger into this mysterious river, huh?” Monet asked, shaking his head.

      “Well, you were about to ride your defenseless horse through it. I say you should be a man and find out what’s in this river,” Azure said.

      “Oh, fine.” Monet knelt and stuck his hand in the river, his gaze directed at Azure. “What do I do now?”

      She smiled. “You wait.”

      “For what?” he asked, looking strained from bending over awkwardly.

      Azure looked at Gillian. “Friend Gillian, what is Monet waiting for?” she asked the gnome.

      “He’ll know.”

      “I know how to kick your ass. This is ridic—” Monet jumped back, clutching his hand. “Motherfucker! Something bit me!”

      “Oh, yes, I figured as much,” Azure said, leaning down over the river.

      A moment later a head full of brown hair rose from the river, attached to a petulant mermaid. Her blue eyes narrowed as she wiped her mouth, spitting blood into the water. She continued to rise until her bare shoulders came into view, but under the surface the current from her tail moving could be seen. “Ugh, witches taste horrible,” the mermaid said, scooping water into her mouth and gargling.

      “What the hell is that? There are women in these rivers?” Monet staggered back, his expression mixed.

      “Not just women,” Azure said, cautioning him by moving her hand at her side. “Hello. I’m Queen Azure of Virgo, friend of Farrah and Tabby, the mermaids to the north.”

      The mermaid blinked at Azure, a clever expression on her face. “Are you the one who baited me with that wizard’s blood? I’ll have a stomachache now, you realize.” She pointed to Monet, who was clutching his hand to his chest.

      “He can probably give you something for the stomachache, if you give him something for your venom,” Azure said.

      “Venom? Are you fucking kidding me? You set me up! Very funny, Queen Jerk-face,” Monet said, sounding mostly amused.

      “It’s true, I did,” Azure agreed, her eyes on the mermaid in front of her. “Monet, do you have something in your potions kit for stomachaches?”

      “You know I do. I planned to spend most of this trip drunk, and to hell with my intolerance of dairy. Balls to the wall, I say,” Monet said, trotting over to his horse, where his saddlebag held different ingredients and potions.

      The mermaid eyed the young wizard and then Azure. “Okay, fine. I’ll make an exchange, but first I want to know why you tricked me.”

      “Because we didn’t want our horses bitten or eaten alive, for one,” Azure said, holding up a single finger. She added another to it. “Secondly, the other mermaids I’ve met have been a great help to me. I know you’re not the biggest danger when we’re crossing a body of water, but you’re the smartest. You know what we should be aware of when next to the river. We’re supposed to cross and travel south along the banks until we reach the mountains again.”

      The mermaid thought this over and then ducked her head under the water, her tail flicking to the surface and splashing them.

      “You made her leave. You’re so fucking offensive,” Monet said at her side, a vial in his hand. “If I die from this bite, you’ll pay in the next life.”

      “Unfortunately it isn’t fatal,” Azure said, her eyes still on the water in front of them.

      “That was a real mermaid! I can’t believe it. I always like to pretend I’m a merman when I take my baths. They’re so graceful. There was this one time when—”

      “Shush it for a moment.” Azure cut Blisters off, holding up her hand.

      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Queen Azure?” Gillian asked, still atop Blisters.

      “No. I haven’t known what I’ve been doing for quite some time. You all should have sensed that a while ago.” Azure pressed her hands to her lower back and stared at the river, which was shallow enough for her and Monet’s horse to cross, but much too deep for Blisters.

      Mossy water splashed up from the river to assault the group, then a mound of limp plant flew through the air and hit Monet squarely in the face.

      “What the fuck?” he exclaimed, his hands pulling the sopping stuff from his cheeks and mouth.

      The mermaid surfaced with a coy smile. “Oops. I must have misjudged my aim. There you go. That will keep you from hallucinating. Wrap that around the wound.”

      “Hallucinating?” Monet asked, his voice full of excitement. “That’s what mermaid venom does? Why the fuck would I want the antidote for that? Some pay extra to hallucinate.”

      Azure shook her head at him. “Hand over the vial, drug addict.”

      He slapped the vial into her palm, throwing the soggy plant to the ground.

      “Thank you for the antidote, even if my friend is a worthless idiot and doesn’t want to use it. Here you are…” Azure held out the vial to mermaid.

      “Breanna,” the mermaid finished her sentence. “And you’re welcome.” She happily took the vial and drank its contents. Now that bona fides had been established, the mermaid of the Conca River appeared easygoing, wearing a playful smile on her face. “You asked about the dangers in and around the river.”

      “Yes, can you tell us anything?” Azure asked, her tone greedy.

      “I can and will. There are many dangers around the Conca River, but none appear as such. This is a place of great mystery, and what you see isn’t always what it looks like,” Breanne said.

      “You’re telling me! Wow! The colors are so bright,” Monet said, his voice distant.

      Gillian shook his head at Monet. He’d dismounted and confiscated the river plant, making notes on his trusty pad.

      “What dangers should we be looking for?” Azure asked.

      “I can’t tell you specifically, because unfortunately they take unpredictable forms. Just note that things aren’t as they appear. And, you will do best if you all stick together. But the dangers you face near the river are not lethal,” the mermaid said, swimming backward, her turquoise tail propelling her.

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Azure said, smiling at Gillian.

      “The real danger, which will most likely destroy you, lies in the forest on the other side of the river,” the mermaid finished, a sly smile on her sharp mouth, her pointy teeth pronounced.

      “You so should have expected that bomb to be dropped,” Monet said with a laugh, his eyes wide as he stared at the darkening sky.

      “Yes, by now I really should have,” Azure said over her shoulder. “Can you tell us about the danger that could end us?”

      Breanna shook her head. “I’ve got myself to look out for, and can’t have those beasts fishing for me. However, I will tell you that staying close to the river is best. The monsters live deep in the woods, but the worst one can be found in the desert.”

      “But we have to venture into the forest and desert eventually.” Gillian was daring to argue with the mermaid.

      “Then delay your death as long as you can. That’s my best advice,” Breanne said and then twisted onto her stomach and glided through the water. She ducked down and slapped her tail on the surface.

      “What? No formal goodbye? How fucking rude!” Monet said, his hands on his hips.

      Azure spun to face Gillian. “We’ve got to cross the river before dark.”

      “Can we?” he asked, the question trailing away, his skeptical eyes on the bubbling river.

      “Of course,” she said, pulling her wand from her robe’s pocket. She flicked it at Gillian and then Blisters. The two levitated and floated over the rapids of the Conca River.

      “Wheeee!” Blisters said, kicking his legs in the air as he enjoyed the ride.

      “Stay still, would you?” Azure ordered, concentrating as she directed them down onto the bank on the other side. When Gillian and the unicorn were firmly on the far side, Azure mounted her horse, ready to cross.

      “Uhhhh… Queen Showoff, what’s that?” Monet asked, pointing at the woods on the other side of the river.

      Azure squinted, noticing a light flicker on in the darkness of the trees. “I’m not sure.”

      Gillian dismounted and turned to the forest. “There’s something twinkling just ahead.”

      “We’re coming over. Stay there,” Azure ordered, urging her horse forward.

      “I’ll just check it out,” Gillian said, heading into the darkness on the other side of the river.

      “No! Stay put,” Azure shouted, speeding her horse up but sensing that the mossy rocks underfoot were giving her steed trouble.

      “I’ll be fine,” Gillian said, waving her off. “It looks like the lights are just a few feet away. I’ll be right back.” The gnome disappeared into the forest.
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      The long grass obscured Gillian’s loafers, so he stepped carefully. The setting sun’s light couldn’t be seen in the dark forest. The curious illumination in the distance kept blinking and shifting. It wasn’t like anything the gnome had ever seen, but it was just a light. How could it seem so different? He strode forward, pushing back a leaf that was nearly as tall as him. The fiery light had moved. It was just a bit farther off now.

      “What is that?” he muttered to himself, blinking his eyes to keep them focused. The dark of the woods made it hard to see what was just in front of him.

      The light danced to the right, and he changed direction to follow. It slid to the left as he closed in, and he followed suit.

      “Tricky light!” Gillian spoke to himself again.

      As if in response, the light glowed brighter and receded farther into the forest. Gillian turned to the path he’d traveled on. It wasn’t really a path, but rather dense undergrowth he’d come through. Since he was a gnome it shouldn’t be difficult for him to find his way back out, but the lack of light would make it a bit more complex. Catching whatever was responsible for the illumination in the distance was his chief concern just now.

      Gillian turned, and to his surprise the light had multiplied. There were three and they were scattered. He set off for the one in the middle. He’d catch that one first, then the others.
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        * * *

      

      “What part of ‘stay put’ did Gillian not understand?” Azure asked, dismounting from her horse after they’d successfully crossed the river.

      “I understood and stayed here, but mostly because the dark woods are scary. I want to go back to the House of Enchanted, Queen Azure,” the unicorn said, visibly shaking.

      The darkness did make the surrounding forest appear rather ominous, and the mermaid’s warning hadn’t really helped soothe the cowardly unicorn.

      “We’re not going back. You’ll be fine, but first we need to find Gillian.” Azure squinted into the forest where the gnome had disappeared. She didn’t see any lights, not now.

      “I can help you,” a voice said in the distance.

      The three spun, spying a figure seated by the riverbank. She struck a match, casting her elegantly beautiful face in a warm glow, and lit a campfire beside her. She sat back and crossed her bare legs in front of her. The woman wore a red dress, which was short in the front and long in the back. Her long brown hair was wet, dripping water from her shoulders.

      “Yes, you can help us,” Monet said, stumbling forward, falling to one knee and extending a hand to the woman. “I’m Monet, the King of Virgo, and could use your assistance, fine maiden.”

      The woman batted her long eyelashes at Monet. “Call me ‘Yako,’ King Monet.” She extended her hand to him, her cheeks flushing.

      “First off, he’s not the King of Virgo. I’m Queen Azure. And second, what are you doing out here?” Azure swept her hand around at the river and forest.

      Yako pushed herself up to a standing position. The train of the dress touched the sandy ground and her boobs nearly spilled from the low neckline. “I think what you really want to ask is why am I out here dressed like this and dripping wet.”

      “The dripping wet thing is a bit curious.” Monet’s tongue was nearly hanging out of his mouth.

      “I actually don’t care,” Azure said, her eyes cautiously studying the woman.

      “I fell into the river and got lost from my party, just as you’ve lost your gnome friend,” Yako said, kneeling and pulling a bag of jelly beans from a sack that hadn’t been there a few moments before.

      “I brought jelly beans too!” Blisters yelled gleefully, frolicking in a circle while trying to reach the saddlebag on his back

      Azure held her hand down to quiet the unicorn. “You also brought matches, remember,” she said, her eyes resting on the box of matches next to the fire.

      “Oh, what a coincidence!” the unicorn said delightedly.

      “I don’t think it is.” Azure made Blisters freeze, and dug around in his saddlebags. “The bags are empty!”

      “Are you accusing me of stealing your supplies?” Yako asked, venom in her tone as she popped a jelly bean into her mouth. She licked her fingers, her full ruby lips sucking on the tips.

      “I believe I am.” Azure strode forward, protectively placing herself just in front of Monet.

      “I don’t think you look much like a queen,” Yako said, wagging a disapproving finger at her.

      “Who cares what you think? How did you steal Blisters’ supplies?” Azure asked, her fists by her side.

      “Now, now! If you want to wrestle to resolve this, I’d be happy to be the referee. There’s probably a nice pit of mud around here,” Monet said, keenly looking around to locate a place for the pair to fight.

      Azure shook her head. “You said that your party ran off the same way Gillian did. Explain.”

      “It’s the will-o-wisps. They’re in the forest. Little lights that attract a traveler’s attention. Some say they are lanterns held by pookas. Travelers charge after the light due to curiosity, but it keeps changing direction until they are off the path and lost.” Yako settled herself in front of the fire again, her legs in front of her and toes warming by the flames.

      “Why aren’t you going after your party?” Azure asked, her tone dripping with wariness.

      “And risk getting lost myself? No thanks! I’ll stay here and wait for them to return,” Yako said, crossing her arms over her chest, her cleavage growing deeper. She rubbed her skin as if she were suddenly cold.

      “Here, take my robes,” Monet offered, untying his mint-green robes and swinging them around the woman’s shoulders, where his hand lingered.

      She pressed her hand on his on her shoulder, her head tilted to the side. “You’re such a sweet man, King Monet.”

      Azure let out a frustrated sigh. “He’s not a king!”

      “I’ve got a bottle of wine that I brought for the trip. Would you like to share it with me?” Yako asked Monet as if she hadn’t heard Azure.

      “Hell, yes!” Monet agreed, settling down next to her. Yako pulled a bottle of red wine from the bag next to her, which somehow appeared larger than before.

      “I brought that exact same bottle,” Monet said, awe in his voice.

      “Such great taste you have,” Yako said, her tone innocent.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Azure shouted, spinning around. “Blisters, you might be the only sane one left.” She halted. Her eyes wide. “Blisters?”

      The little unicorn was gone.
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      “Monet, did you hear me?” Azure asked again.

      “Yes, you have to take a piss. I’ll be right here,” Monet said, his eyes trained on the blushing woman beside him.

      “No! Blisters is gone!” Azure yelled. She stomped over to Monet and pulled back her foot, about to kick him.

      A whinny, clear and loud, rang through the night air.

      “Did you hear that?” Azure asked, setting down her foot.

      Monet traced his finger over Yako’s jawline. “You have exquisite features. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “A time or two,” Yako cooed.

      “Monet?” Azure leaned over and snapped her fingers in his face, to no effect.

      He waved her off, his gaze focused on Yako, who took a long sip from the bottle of wine. “Go on, then. Look for Blisters. I’ll keep this foxy lady safe.”

      “Oh, for the love of Merlin! You’re fucking worthless, Monet,” Azure told him.

      “I think you meant to say, ‘King Monet,’” Yako said, her eyes fixed on the wizard.

      “I actually didn’t say all that I meant to,” Azure growled, and held her wand up, igniting the end with light. She took a cautious step forward. Had the will-o-wisps distracted Blisters too? She wasn’t sure how she was going to retrieve both him and Gillian, not to mention how she’d fix Monet’s enchantment or whatever that vixen was doing to him.

      “For what it’s worth, there’s a finding potion in my saddlebag. But there’s only one dose, and if you use it then we won’t have it for finding Ever,” Monet said, his voice almost drowned out by the crackling fire. He sounded half-asleep, actually.

      Azure’s hope rose. Perfect. She’d use the potion now, because if they didn’t find Gillian and Blisters then they weren’t going to find Ever. They’d just have to find another means to track down the traitor Light Elf.

      She pulled the small bottle of blue liquid from Monet’s saddlebag. He’d brought a dozen potions with him, making him not quite useless. All she had to do was drink the potion and then think about the person she wanted to find. However, she didn’t know if she should go after the gnome or the unicorn.

      Gillian, as a gnome, had exceptional navigational skills. Azure tossed her head back and drank the potion, her mind focused intently on Blisters. From the corner of her eye she saw something flicker. Her horse was gone! He’d just been there!

      “Monet! My horse—it was just here! Where did it go?” she asked, spinning in a circle. His horse was grazing on a patch of moist grass, but her own had disappeared, although it was there moments before.

      “Yeah, no problem. I’ll totally keep an eye out,” Monet said, waving toward the horse, his focus on the tramp by the fire.

      Azure narrowed her eyes at the woman before turning and stomping off. She had to stay focused or she’d waste the potion. Blisters was out there, and she had to find him. Then they’d return and she’d throw Monet in the Conca River.

      The river ran shallowly up ahead, mostly babbling around slippery river rocks. Azure held her wand up to illuminate the bank, earning the glare of a few rodents who had come out to drink in the peace of the darkness.

      “Sorry, looking for my unicorn,” she apologized to the raccoon who had bared his sharp teeth at her.

      He lifted a fish out of the water with his paws and took a bite, his reflective eyes on Azure. There was something creepy about the raccoon. Something different, like Yako.

      “Excuse me,” a husky voice called from the middle of the stream. Azure pointed her wand-light in that direction. A man stood in the river, his hands on his hips. And there was something about him, too. He was fucking hot, like slip-a-ring-on-his-finger hot. His brown hair was slicked back, and high cheekbones framed his large almond-shaped eyes.

      “Uhhh…what are you doing out there? Are you Yako’s friend?” Azure asked, squinting at the man. He was dressed in jeans, and luckily was shirtless.

      “Yako? Oh, no. I was just washing up,” he said, kneeling and splashing water on his arms and bare torso. “Think I lost my ring, though, and could really use some help.”

      “What? Did you say ring?” That was odd; a strange and embarrassing coincidence.

      “I did. And I do need your help,” he said, standing and wiping his hands on his jeans.

      A whinny sounded from the forest behind Azure. She spun around. “Blisters!”

      “Oh, would you look at that? I got my pants wet. Looks like I’m going to have to take them off to dry,” the man said, unfastening his jeans.

      “What?” Azure twisted back, averting her eyes as the gorgeous stranger undressed in the middle of the river. She shook off the heat in her body. “Sorry about your ring. I’ve got to go.”

      “Wait! No,” the man called, sounding angry as she ran straight into the woods. Again the whinny. She took a right, veering back toward the river. Ahead of her she caught the shimmering glow of something—Blisters’ white body. She ran faster, but her foot hit a slick bit of moss. Azure fell onto her rear end, sliding down the bank of a stream until she was seated squarely in it, her ass screaming from the fall.

      Blisters turned from the middle of the stream, his blue eyes wide. “Queen Azure!” He trotted over, flicking water into her face as he pranced.

      “Blisters,” Azure complained, shielding her face. “Where have you been?”

      “I made a friend. He called me to him,” Blisters said. Behind him, sitting in the middle of the stream, was a large black stallion, his eyes aglow with bright white light. Azure scrambled up, nearly slipping on the mossy rock again, and lifted her wand, both for light and protection.

      “W-who are you? Or rather, what?” she stuttered.

      “I’m a pooka, and you can call me Manx,” the horse said, rocking to a stand. He was huge, easily several hands taller than her now-lost horse.

      “Pooka?” Azure asked, remembering what Yako had said. “You’re a fairy, aren’t you? Are you the one who distracted Gillian and led him into the forest with your lanterns? The will-o-wisps?”

      “Yes, but he was no fun. No matter how I tried, he never lost his bearings,” Manx said, swishing his tail back and forth.

      “Isn’t he cute?” Blisters squealed as he ran around the massive horse. Manx’ muscles rippled under his black coat, and his long dark mane was a stark contrast to the unicorn’s.

      “Fucking adorable,” Azure said, her voice dry. “Where is Gillian?”

      “He’s on his way back to camp, which is better than I can say for you, Queen Azure. You were almost lured into the river by a kelpie.” Manx trotted forward, his large hooves splashing up water.

      “A kelpie?” Azure asked. “Do you mean that man? How do you know about that?”

      “I know many things,” the fairy said. Pookas were especially untrustworthy creatures. They were mischievous, destructive, and demanding. “Like for instance, a minute more with the kelpie and he probably would have turned into a horse and invited you on to his back before he plunged into the deep part of the river.”

      “And—let me guess—drowned me?” Azure asked, wondering why this all felt like a strange dream.

      “Yes. A much worse fate than what the kitsune has in store for your other friend,” Manx said, tossing his head and wild mane in the direction of where she had left Monet.

      “Kitsune? That woman with Monet? What is she?” Azure asked.

      “Better for you to see with your own eyes. The pair will probably be drunk by now, which will be perfect timing,” Manx said. The horse disappeared, and then reappeared as a black raven. He flew in Monet’s direction.

      “Can we keep him?” Blisters asked from Azure’s side. “Pretty please?”

      “Let’s just get back,” Azure said, shaking her head as she followed the strange fairy. She shouldn’t trust a pooka, but there were so many untrustworthy creatures in this area. Kelpies, kitsunes, and who knew what else? Right then she needed an alliance with just one creature she could rely on.
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        * * *

      

      “There you are, Queen Azure,” Gillian called, breathlessly falling out of the forest.

      “Are you okay, Gillian?” Azure asked, helping him to a stand.

      “Yes, I’m fine. I just got turned around,” he said, mopping his brow with a handkerchief.

      “You have our new friend Manx to thank for that.” Azure threw her hand in the direction of the raven. He hovered in the air a few feet in front of them. A caw rang from his beak, and his beady eyes narrowed at them.

      “A pooka. Of course,” Gillian said, like he’d pieced this all together just from seeing the raven.

      “Yes, very good. And apparently Monet has been seduced by a kitsune, whatever that is.”

      A laugh fell from Gillian’s mouth, making his green eyes shine. “Oh, I have to see this. Serves him right.”

      “I guess you’re not going to tell me what a kitsune is, are you?” Azure asked.

      “Oh, come on, Queen Azure. This will be fun.” Gillian took the lead, Manx circling around and then flew straight for the campfire in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Giggling and smacking sounds poured from the area where Monet had stayed with Yako. He had rolled on top of the beautiful woman and was kissing her hard, his hand questing under her dress. She had her legs wrapped around him, and moaned each time he placed a kiss on her neck. But there was something different about the woman now. Snaking out from underneath her and between her legs was a big, bushy red tail.

      Azure cleared her throat loudly at the sight before them. “Oh, I get it,” she said to Gillian.

      He nodded, smiling.

      “We’re busy,” Monet said, his voice breathless.

      “Oh, I can see that, but we were wondering if you wanted to go on a fox hunt with us,” Azure said.

      Yako’s incessant giggling ceased and her hands tensed on Monet’s shoulders. She lifted her head and peered at the group over Monet’s back.

      “King Monet, we should go somewhere else,” Yako said, pushing him off her. As she stood, her tail disappeared.

      “King Monet?” Gillian asked, a laugh in his voice.

      “Oh, yes, and the little fox stole a bunch of our supplies and my horse,” Azure said.

      “She’s about to steal your Chief of Staff,” Gillian muttered, hardly parting his lips for the words.

      “What? No,” Azure said, but Yako in fact had Monet by the hand and was attempting to pull him into the forest.

      “Stop. Monet. You can’t leave with her. She’s a fox,” Azure called out.

      He laughed, nearly tripping as the vixen tugged him harder, her eyes ravenous.

      Overhead the raven swooped, diving to the ground. Just before Manx bulleted into the dirt, he took the form of a black fox and ran at Yako. She screeched and threw her hands in the air, then shifted into the form of a red fox. The kitsune ran straight into the forest, disappearing at once with Manx after her.

      “What the fuck just happened?” Monet asked, staring at the forest with his mouth hanging open.

      “It appears you were seduced by a kitsune,” Gillian said. He sat by the dying fire and grabbed the half-empty bottle of wine, taking a swig.

      “Yeah, but seriously…what happened?” Monet asked, stomping back to the fire.

      “You made out with a fox.” Azure laughed.

      “Oh man, that’s fucking disgusting. Could I have a disease now?” Monet rubbed his tongue against the sleeve of his shirt until it was nearly dry.

      “No, but your pride should be bruised,” Azure said, taking a seat next to Gillian.

      “Men much smarter than you have fallen for a kitsune’s seduction.” Gillian took another long drink of wine before handing it to Azure. She eyed it and shook her head.

      “I don’t really need any fox germs. Thanks, though.” She turned to find Blisters poking around next to Monet’s horse. “Well, it looks like we’re camping here tonight, especially because that damn bitch Yako stole my horse.”

      “Yes, kitsune are quite tricky like that. The horse was probably only hidden in the woods, if you want to search,” Gillian said.

      “No. I can’t risk one of you going missing again.”

      Trees rustled in the forest and Manx appeared, now taking on the appearance of the black stallion again, his eyes white beams of light.

      “Thanks for your help,” Azure said, pushing to a standing position.

      “What the fuck is that?” Monet asked.

      “This is Manx, and he saved me from a kelpie and you from a kitsune,” she said to Monet before turning back to the pooka. “Thank you again.”

      “And I’m happy to help you a bit more. It appears you’re in need of a horse,” Manx said.

      “Thank you, that would be—”

      “Wait!” Gillian interrupted. “Pookas can’t be trusted. Queen Azure, I must caution you.”

      “Gillian, Manx helped us. I won’t judge him based on the reputation of other pookas,” Azure lectured the gnome.

      “Queen Azure, your friend is right. Pookas have been known to hunt men, scare children, and demand unfair payments. However, we also have other reputations, do we not, gnome?” Manx turned, casting his white eyes on Gillian.

      He gulped, tilting his head back and forth, weighing the information in his mind. “Yes, there is supposedly another side to pookas. I’ve heard tales of them offering lost travelers information, but they may have been the very reason the person was lost, as in my case. And they will do the day’s work of someone they are loyal to. I’ve also heard tell of them offering great gifts to those they admire. However, they also vandalize the farms of people who don’t tolerate their demands for attention, and throw innocent men into mud pits for entertainment. Be warned, Queen Azure—if you allow this pooka to come with us on our travels you must accept the good with the bad.”

      Azure pursed her lips, assessing what she’d been told. “Manx, why do you want to accompany us?”

      “Simply because I’m bored and could use a reason to venture away from these parts. It’s not a good excuse, but it’s the only one I have. Fairies tend to live in the moment, looking for a breeze to blow us in new directions,” Manx said.

      “You don’t have a father you want to help? Will you betray me to save him? Is this all a set up?” Azure asked, her arms crossed and her tone serious.

      “That’s quite specific, and no. But I’m happy to trample the person who did that to you,” Manx said, stamping his hoof on the ground and making it vibrate.

      Azure released a laugh, needing that relief. “Yes, I wear my demons on my shoulder. I’d be happy to have you accompany us. Mischief is okay, Merlin knows. If I outlawed it, none of my friends would be on this journey with me. However, Manx, try not to get yourself or any of us in trouble.”

      “Agreed,” he said and shrank into the form of a black bunny. He hopped over to where Blisters was already fast asleep and curled up with him.

      “Well, that fairy just got a bit more interesting,” Monet said, taking a seat and extending a hand to Gillian. The gnome gave him the wine and the two finished off the bottle as they listened to the night sounds of the forest.
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      Azure awoke to find a large black dog sitting next to her, staring at her with a keen interest. She scrambled backward, taking her blanket with her as she did.

      “You snore,” the dog said.

      “Manx? Is that you?” she asked, leaning forward and squinting at the scraggly dog.

      “Yeah. How come you don’t recognize me?” the dog asked, shifting into the form of a black cat. He stretched into a standing position and trotted off toward the riverbank.

      Monet and Gillian started to stir, their now-open eyes watching the pooka as he traipsed across the camp area.

      “Seriously, that fairy needs to write down all the forms he can take,” Monet said, his stare full of bewilderment.

      “It’s already well documented,” Gillian informed them, standing and brushing himself off casually, as if sleeping on a river bank was completely normal.

      “Why don’t you save me the time of looking up this info and tell me?” Monet rose as well, yelping with pain when he extended his arms overhead. A kink in his shoulder made him grimace.

      “Let’s not ask for things that won’t ever happen. We’ve lost a horse, but gained a horse-dog-cat-fox-rabbit-raven. I’d count us lucky,” Azure said, crouching next to Blisters, who was still fast asleep. She ran a hand over his side, trying to wake him. He rolled onto his back, his hooves in the air. Finally he peeked open one blue eye and sneezed. The unicorn then fell over onto his side, sneezing several times in a row.

      “Blisters, are you okay? Are you coming down with something?” Azure asked, backing away from the magical creature.

      He shook his mane, snot spraying the area. “Oh, no. I sneeze profusely upon waking up. I always have.”

      “Because that’s not weird,” Monet said, pointing his wand at the empty wine bottle, making it disappear.

      “No, totally normal. Like everyone in this ragtag crew.” Azure cupped her hands around her mouth. “Manx, we’re heading out in a bit.”

      “I think he’s catching our breakfast.” Monet had a green potion in his hands and took a sip. “I, for one, don’t eat fish.”

      “What’s in the potion?” Azure asked him.

      “My daily dose of protein, fiber, and all the essential vitamins,” he said, extending the bottle to Azure.

      Damn, Monet was a crafty wizard when he wanted to be, she thought. When word got out about his brilliance, Azure would never hear the end of it from him. She grabbed it and took a long sip, draining the bottle. Azure wiped the back of her hand across her mouth afterward. “Thank you. You’re a life-saver. And hey, this stuff doesn’t taste bad.”

      “Oh, that’s because of the frog semen,” Monet said with a victorious grin.

      “Tell me you’re joking,” Azure begged.

      “Sorry, Queeny, it’s common knowledge that the amphibian’s semen has a honey taste and is full of a ton of vitamins, making it the star ingredient in the potion,” Monet said, as if she was an idiot for not knowing this information.

      “Why couldn’t I have been born a simple human on Earth who didn’t have strange pets and magic?” Azure asked, her gaze on the sky.

      “I’ll remind you, Queen Azure, that you are human,” Gillian informed her.

      “Yes, but I’m anything but simple and I still have no idea what the human part of me has to do with anything. Gran said that accepting and integrating my human side was key to coming into my full power.” Azure picked up her bag, watching as the feline form of Manx ran in her direction. He shifted into a stallion as he approached.

      “I trust that the queen mother is correct, but that is one journey you’ll have to travel alone and a set of answers that only you can discover,” Gillian said, mounting his steed. Blisters looked ready for the adventure ahead.

      Monet swung his leg over his horse, pushing up to a sitting position. “Oh, Riddle-Boy? What would we do without you always working to be most unhelpful?”

      “Stay vigilant, everyone,” Azure commanded. “The mermaid said that the real danger would come when we traveled away from the Conca River.”

      “Yes. Manx, can you shine any light on what enemy we might be approaching?” Gillian asked.

      Azure had already mounted the large stallion, which hadn’t been an easy task, especially without a saddle.

      “Let’s see,” Manx said, trotting forward. “Up ahead there are dragons, trevor beetles, harpies, and giant snakes. But the latter are more afraid of you than you are of them. Honestly, just about everything is dangerous. Queen Azure, you could fall from my back and break your neck. Your friend Gillian could be impaled by the unicorn’s horn while riding. And seriously, I think it’s only a matter of time before the green-haired guy chokes on the flask of whiskey he keeps sneaking sips from.”

      “Wow, who invited the fairy to join us?” Monet asked, staring at the group as if truly seeking an answer.

      “Right, thanks for the information. I guess we’ll just take our chances.” Azure looked down at Gillian, who was close to the ground on Blisters’ back. “Soon we will need to focus our attention on locating Ever. Danger or no danger, that’s the reason we’re here.”

      “This is the fellow who betrayed you for his father?” Manx asked.

      “Yes. He stole the Book of Branches from us, and he’s planning on murdering the rogue dryads. You don’t, by chance, know where we can find that tribe?” Azure asked, hope surging in her chest.

      “I don’t, but I know that murdering the rogue dryads will bring a lifetime of bad luck. They, as dryads, are the protectors of the Dark Forest. Those who harm them will suffer, and everyone associated with them will suffer as well,” Manx told her.

      “Which means we really need to find Ever and stop him from doing this. He isn’t thinking.” Azure lifted her chin, enjoying the sun as it kissed the top of her head. The terrain had grown more desert-like, the ground mostly sand and the trees having dropped away.

      “Did you hear the part about how anyone associated with Ever will suffer as well?” Monet asked, shaking his head at her.

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean we desert him. We didn’t do that to you when you were about to breed with a fox,” Azure retorted.

      Monet nearly gagged. “For fuck’s sake, can we forget that ever happened?”

      “I don’t believe we can.” Gillian was enjoying himself.

      “Shhh… I heard something,” Azure said, pulling her wand out and checking the area. They were surrounded by sandy hills and cactus.

      “Oh, good. More danger is approaching,” Monet said, peering around. Not much could be spied, since they were climbing a rather steep sand dune. At their back were sand and forest. What might lie in front of them was a mystery currently.

      If Ever had been there he’d have heard the rumbling sound Azure was sure she could make out, but he wasn’t and there was no point dwelling on it.

      The sun overhead intensified, almost crushing the group with its beating rays.

      “Does it make sense to anyone that we should be traveling through a desert to find a tribe that’s responsible for protecting the forest?” Monet asked.

      “Things don’t always make sense in the way we think they should,” Gillian supplied.

      “You don’t make sense,” Monet spouted.

      “Shhh…” Azure said again. “There’s a strange noise.”

      “You’re a strange noise,” Monet said to her and encouraged his horse to keep climbing, since it was about to slide back down the steep dune.

      “This would be a lot easier for me in raven form,” Manx said, grunting from the climb up the hill.

      “Don’t you even dare,” Azure warned him. “You signed on for this, and can’t desert me now.”

      “You’d be surprised what I can do,” the pooka teased.

      Blisters bounded past the group, Gillian bobbing on his back. “I smell ice cream,” the unicorn cried, frolicking to the top of the hill. He turned back, his blue eyes large with horror. “Oops. Not ice cream.” Then he disappeared on the other side of the sand dune.

      “Blisters!” Azure yelled, digging her heels into Manx.

      “Are you kidding me? I’m not bounding toward the cliff where the unicorn disappeared,” Manx said, refusing to pick up the pace.

      However, Monet’s horse was more compliant and carried him obediently to the top. Monet peered over the edge and out over the dunes and shook his head, no worry on his face. “It’s fine, just a steep drop-off. Blisters looks to be riding Gillian now, but no biggie. The concern I’d have is the fucking gigantic cave mouth in the distance.”

      “Gigantic cave mouth,” Azure muttered. “Manx, do you have any idea what that’s about?”

      “Not at all, but the logic in me thinks that something large would need a big exit out of its cave,” Manx mused.

      “Thanks, I feel so much better now.” Azure pulled Manx to a halt next to Monet, staring down at Blisters, who was rolling around. Gillian dumped his loafers out, shaking the sand out of them.

      “That will do you no good,” Monet called to him. “That shit is going to be everywhere, if you know what I mean.”

      “Well, there’s obviously an easy and a hard way to do this, if we’ve learned from history,” Manx said, and disappeared. Azure dropped to her bottom and slid down the giant sand dune. She leaned back, trying to keep her balance as gravity carried her to where Gillian and Blisters were standing. The sand crept into her clothes, but the ride was actually fun as well as swift. She laughed when she arrived at their feet, staring up at them with a look of glee.

      “You made that ride look like much more fun than it felt for us,” Gillian said bitterly.

      Azure peered up at the sky, where Manx was beating his wings. “I guess the pooka knows more than he lets on,” she said, and then called up to Monet, “Hey, it’s your turn. I suggest you dismount.”

      “Fuck that. I’m not a commoner,” Monet said, digging his heels into his horse. They started forward, the horse cautiously taking a step down the steep slope and then back up. He reared onto his back legs, tossing Monet off. Then he turned and sped in the opposite direction. Monet sputtered out a mouthful of sand.

      “Damn it,” he spat, slamming a hand into the sand below him.

      “Okay, now you’re on your own. Get down here, Monet,” Azure encouraged.

      “Fine, but I’m going for top marks,” Monet called, standing and taking off at a sprint. He then dived face-forward and rode the slide all the way to the bottom. When he arrived his face was covered in sand, but his grin was wide and eyes full of excitement. “That was fucking awesome.”

      “And just so you know, sand will be everywhere, if you know what I mean,” Gillian said, his tone teasing.

      The rumbling sound again echoed across the desert.

      “Was that my stomach?” Blisters asked. “I haven’t eaten all morning.”

      “I know, buddy. I’m sorry,” Azure said. “But I don’t think even your stomach can complain that loudly.”

      The group turned to the giant cave opening, which was visibly shaking. Manx flew down and landed on Azure’s shoulder, clicking his bird tongue. “I sense you all know that danger is approaching. However, as the only one of us who has actually seen it, I just wanted to inform you all that you’re screwed.”

      “What are we facing?” Azure asked, her back tense.

      “Besides certain death?” Manx asked, sounding honestly curious to hear her answer.

      “Yes, besides that.” She gripped her wand in her hand, as did Monet.

      “I could tell you, but it’s better if you see it with your own eyes,” Manx said, and took off into the air.

      “He said the same damn thing about the kitsune,” Azure complained.

      “Oh, look, it’s nothing. It’s just a giant floating eye,” Monet said, pointing at the cave in the distance. In the blackness of the cave a large eye hovered toward the top of the opening. “How much trouble could a stupid eye be?”

      The eye moved forward out of the shadows, making the rest of it visible.

      “Oh, fuck!” Azure said, backing up.

      “Cyclops. What you meant to say was ‘Oh, cyclops,’” Gillian said, his voice vibrating with fear.
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      At the mouth of the cave, a giant had materialized. He was easily double the height of a normal-sized man, but that wasn’t the only thing unique about the brute wearing a dirty loincloth. His two regular eyes were sealed shut, but the large one in the middle of his forehead blinked at the group.

      “Does anyone here get the impression that the one-eyed geek is hungry?” Monet asked.

      “Azure, whatever you do, don’t try and negotiate with him,” Gillian implored. “Cyclopes don’t negotiate. Furthermore, they hate any form of language, period.”

      The cyclops opened his mouth and screamed, making the ground under their feet vibrate.

      “Which is why they resort to other forms of communication,” Monet said, judging the hill at their back. “Well, it looks like we either try and pass the giant or we bet our luck on climbing the steep-ass sand dune.”

      “Gillian, what else do you know about cyclopes?” Azure asked, backing up a step with the group.

      “They are easily confused, have no peripheral vision, and also are extremely violent and therefore live alone and are dying out to the point of extinction.” Gillian listed the information matter-of-factly.

      “Is that your way of telling us to try not to harm the monster?” she asked, a hint of a laugh in her tone.

      “If it can be avoided, but if we kill the last cyclops I promise to not tell on us,” Gillian said, his voice full of fear. On his bowler, the red flower had peeled back its petals and was baring its teeth in the direction of the giant.

      “I think this qualifies as a ‘fuck my life’ moment,” Azure whispered in Monet’s direction.

      “I second that,” he said, and shoved her forward. “Looks like a diplomatic time where you should take the lead, Your Majesty.”

      Azure resisted, pushing back into his hand. “I really think this is a chance for my Chief of Staff to shine.”

      “I’ve had too much of the spotlight, so after you,” Monet said, now using Azure as a shield of sorts

      The cyclops stomped his giant foot, his eye angrily narrowed on the group. He reached for a mallet the size of a small horse and lifted it to his shoulder, bounding in the direction of the group.

      Manx swooped down, landing next to them. “Queen Azure, I can probably get close enough to peck out his eye.”

      “I feel like that’s been done. And although a smart approach, I think we can do something a little less messy,” she said, as the monster stomped across the desert.

      “How about we enchant ropes to wrap around his ankles and tie him up?” Monet offer.

      “We don’t have ropes,” Azure reminded him.

      “Minor detail,” Monet said, waving her off.

      “Giant who lives in the desert,” Azure muttered to herself, thinking.

      “Uhhh… Can you speed up the thinking process a bit? Said giant is closing in on us,” Monet said, fear vibrating in his voice.

      “You said that they’re not smart, right, Gillian?” Azure asked.

      “Dumb as rocks,” Gillian confirmed matter-of-factly.

      “Okay, well, then let’s hope this works.” Azure reached out her hand to Monet. “I need to share your magical energy. Will you loan it to me?”

      “Of course.” He laid his hand in hers just as the beast halted, bending forward and screaming. His hot breath blasted the group. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to create something desert dwellers might fear.” Azure siphoned energy from Monet, combining his magic with her own. She thrust her wand into the air and muttered an incantation as old as Virgo. “Tempestas tonitrua.”

      Lightning cracked overhead and gray clouds swirled over the once-clear sky, obscuring the sun. Fat droplets of rain started to fall, landing on the dry desert ground.

      “You created a gentle rainstorm? Are you fucking kidding me?” Monet yanked his hand from Azure’s.

      No sooner had he finished his sentence than the rain turned into a torrential downpour. Lightning slashed across the sky, a green and yellow display of color. The cyclops clapped his hands to his head and sank down, eyeing the sky with sudden fear. He began to brush off the water, but soon realized it was a useless attempt. The monster rolled into a giant ball, shaking.

      Lightning was followed by a clap of thunder. The giant started upward, his eye darting to the sky. Aware he was the tallest structure around, he fell to hands and knees and scurried in the direction of his cave. When he had disappeared, Azure swirled her wand in the air, turning the rainstorm to a gentle mist.

      “That was quite impressive,” Gillian said, hands on his hips and the brim of his hat pulled low to cover his face from the rain.

      “Well, I couldn’t have made such a big storm without Monet’s help,” Azure said. She patted the wizard on the back. “Even if you thought I was losing my mind with the solution.”

      “I must be losing my mind, because look!” Monet pointed in the direction of the cave the cyclops had disappeared into. Standing on the top of the cave, feet apart and dripping with rain, was none other than Ever, the Light-Elf.

      “Oh, good thing I didn’t deplete our reserves with that spell,” Azure said, and swiped her wand across the sky. A sharp bolt of lightning cracked high in the air, threatening but not actually anywhere close to Ever. The thunder that followed was deafening, though.

      “Damn.” Monet clapped his hands to his ears. “You’re supposed to kill him, not make the rest of us go deaf.”

      “It’s called ‘intimidation,’” Azure said, her eyes locked on the Light Elf.

      “Well, it’s not working,” Monet observed. Ever hadn’t budged, only continued to stare down at the group, his gaze full of heat.

      Azure started forward, the group on her heels.
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      “I wonder if Ever has any food,” Blisters mused as they trotted across the desert, which was damp from the storm.

      “Shut up, pony,” Monet spat.

      “I must insist that you show proper respect to the unicorn race,” Gillian sputtered, his tone punishing.

      “Your ways don’t work on me, Shorty.” Monet ground his fist into the palm of his other hand, his eyes intently on Ever at the top of the cave.

      “Why do you think that he came out in plain view?” Azure asked.

      Manx flew down to the group, landing on Azure’s shoulder. He shook his wet wings and shifted into the form of the black cat, then slid down her front, taking up residence in her open arms. “Rain and a thunderstorm? Really? You think you could warn me next time you’re going to pull such antics?”

      “We were defending ourselves from an unfriendly cyclops, and you had wings that could carry you away,” Azure explained.

      “I offered to peck out his eyeball,” Manx said heatedly.

      “And points were awarded for being a good team player. Next time, depending on timing, I’ll totally let you know,” Azure said, halting when the cave was only several yards away.

      The cyclops was hiding in the cave; he’d run back to safety at the sound of thunder. That was the only saving grace.

      Azure regarded Ever, who stood on top of the cave entrance above them, only a few feet away. His eyes were focused on her, his hands balled up in front of him. “You betrayed me. You betrayed Virgo.”

      “And from my note, you should realize that I had no choice,” Ever called down to them.

      “You had every choice! From the beginning you had an ulterior motive. You could have just told me! We would have found a way to free your father, but now…” Azure’s voice trailed off as frustration welled up in her. Why had he done this when it could have been so much easier?

      “You don’t get it. The rogue dryads don’t negotiate, much like cyclopes. A sentence was set, and the only way to free my father is by—”

      “By destroying them.” Azure cut in, finishing his sentence. “So you will save your father, even if that means that the humans of Terran are allowed to hurt the forest and go unchecked. The Duke gets to poison my people, all because of you.”

      “Wouldn’t you do the same thing for your mother?” Ever challenged.

      “No,” Azure said clearly. “I’ve traveled all over and risked my life to find a cure for the virus, and I will continue to do so. But if it came down to my mother’s life or the preservation of Virgo, I would always choose the latter. That is what she’d want me to do. But also, that is the unbreakable oath I’ve taken to protect.”

      “Then your crown makes you stronger than me, because I can’t live with myself knowing that my father suffers.” Ever stared down at them and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now, though. You have ruined it.”

      “Oh, that’s cute manipulative behavior. We showed up to take back the Book of Branches that belongs to the Queen of Virgo, and we ruined your selfish exploitation?” Monet released a cold laugh.

      “The cyclops,” Ever bit off the words, “is the protector of the rogue dryads. I was about to get in there, but now they are on guard. They know I’m here. They know you’re here. They fucking know just about everything that I didn’t want them to know.”

      Monet swiveled to face Azure and then Gillian. “Did one of you bring the baby’s bottle? He sounds like he’s getting cranky.”

      “Ever, you have the Book of Branches. You obviously know how the rogue dryads work, so tell us now,” Azure said, using an authoritative voice she had never pictured directing at one of her supposed friends.

      He sighed loudly. Instead of answering, he waved them forward. “Join me up here.”

      Azure and Gillian exchanged nervous glances, but when the gnome nodded she started forward, taking the lead. Climbing to the top of the cave wasn’t hard, but it required using both hands and feet. Blisters gave the group a play-by-play of his progress as he ascended.

      “That rock nearly took me out, but I’m okay. All right, just another step, and another. This isn’t really hard, except that my stomach is eating itself. And I kind of need to fart, but don’t think I should since Monet is behind me. And, whoa! That bit was kind of hairy. I don’t mean hair in the literal sense. I mean it—”

      “Shut up.” Manx had gotten tired of listening to the unicorn. The pooka had taken the form of a goat and was making the climb look easy. He was the first up the side of the cave wall.

      “Is this the piece of trash who betrayed you, Queen Azure?” he asked, turning around and aiming his back legs at Ever. “Just give me the go-ahead and I’ll kick him to shreds.”

      “Yes, that’s him, Manx. But no, we’re not killing him just yet,” Azure said, breathlessly taking the final step onto even ground.

      “Wait, you’re Manx? What are you doing here?” Ever asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.

      “Hold on, you know Manx?” Azure asked. What a small world!

      “No, I know of him. He’s pretty much one of the most wanted criminals on Oriceran.” Ever waved his hands in front of him at the look of horror that sprang to Azure’s face. “I mean, he’s not a murderer or anything, but…” Ever turned to Manx. “You’re one crafty fairy, responsible for a lot of mischief.”

      Manx lifted one of his goat eyes to the Light Elf. “That I am. The council and the Silver Griffins, they’re all so uptight with their laws.”

      “Manx, what have you done?” Azure asked, her voice cautious.

      “All sorts of things. And I have many more planned. But for now, I’m a crusader working for the Queen of Virgo. More important matters await your attention than my misconduct,” the pooka said, clearing his throat.

      Azure lifted her hand to her head. “Yeah, right.”

      “Queen Azure, the rogue dryads know that we’re here now. Thank you very much.” Ever waved his hand at the dry desert on the other side of the cave that they stood on top of. From up high, the desert they’d traveled across could be seen at their back. In front of the group was a crater, as if a huge meteor had struck the desert long ago and hollowed out a ten-mile radius.

      Azure stared at the bowl. “Okay… Well, that’s fine. I never wanted to sneak up on them. My plan was to find them in a thoughtful manner, then earn their trust and gain their help. Whereas you were going to sneak up and murder this ancient species. So sorry for ruining your plans.”

      Monet wrapped his arm affectionately around Azure’s neck and tugged her into his side. “She doesn’t mean that. We’re not sorry.”

      “Ever, we can work together. What if I offer to help the rogue dryads get into the Land of Terran? They get something they’ve wanted—the chance to punish the humans who have hurt the Dark Forest. And in return, they free your father. It was a misunderstanding, right?” Azure said, her voice placating.

      Ever grunted with frustration. “That’s what you don’t get. They won’t just release him. They have a zero-tolerance policy. He admitted to the crime of burning down the forest. And if they let him go, they’d punish me for the crime.”

      Azure thought for a moment; there had to be a solution—one that helped everyone. She remembered her father just then. He had campaigned for his people. Stated that they hadn’t done anything out of malice, but rather had abused the forest because the Consumer Party had encouraged it. Phillip, in his position behind the Party, had exploited their resources, telling the people how to live their lives. Richard believed that his people were good, but had been misdirected.

      “What if…” Azure started slowly. “What if the only person who will suffer is Phillip? What if I negotiate for the release of everyone in the statue garden? They committed crimes, but if those crimes were erased, then the dryads would have no reason to hold them. However, the Duke of Terran is operating out of pure malice. He can’t be changed. Or maybe he can. He will be given that chance, but if he declines…”

      “Dear Azure, what are you rambling on about?” Monet asked.

      “It makes sense,” Gillian said in a hushed voice.

      “Oh, of course the gnome gets it. Right, well, that just means that my confusion is founded in sanity,” Monet said in disgust.

      “If the Dark Forest around the Land of Terran were healed, that would undo many of the crimes. We could offer that to the rogue dryads in order to get them to release the people in the statue garden,” Gillian said, and looked at Azure for confirmation. She nodded.

      “And then we bring down the wards around the Land of Terran. Those who continue to commit crimes are on their own. However, if we re-educate the people—”

      “Or better yet, allow Emperor Frederick to do so,” Azure cut in.

      “Yes—we allow the new emperor to create change. Those who learn are safe, and those who don’t will be given to the rogue dryads,” Gillian finished with a victorious smile. “I think it could work!”

      “And the ones in the statue garden?” Ever asked.

      “Same idea. By healing the Dark Forest, we will have absolved their crimes. They’ll be warned, but everyone gets to start over,” Azure said, hope in her voice.

      “And do you think you really can heal the Dark Forest? That’s quite the job,” Manx asked. He had now taken the form of the shaggy black dog.

      “I think that I can do anything, with the help of my friends,” Azure said. She looked at Ever. “What do you think? Will this work for you?”

      “Killing an ancient race of nymphs seems like it would be much easier, but sure. Let’s try it.” He winked at her, shadows still dancing in his dark eyes.

      “Okay. So now, stealer of the Book of Branches, please inform us where the rogue dryads can be found, since I don’t think it’s in the middle of a desert,” Azure asked.

      “Oh, but appearances have deceived you,” Ever said, waving his arm at the dust bowl in front of them.

      The group blinked at the empty desert, most of them shaking their heads.

      “I don’t get it. What are we missing? I’m cool with anything, if it includes whiskey shots. Does it?” Monet asked.

      Ever withdrew a long stick of shiny metallic bark from his pocket. It resembled the wood that the witches’ and wizards’ wands were made from.

      “Hey, that’s from the Howling Willow,” Azure declared.

      “It’s true. I took it when we were on the top of the Mountain of Truth. However, it was a fallen piece,” Ever explained.

      “Doesn’t matter. We were told by Mage Lenore to stay away from the tree.” Azure seethed, her nostrils flaring wide.

      “And I knew, based on talking to certain individuals on Earth, that we’d need a piece of the Howling Willow to properly see the land where the rogue dryads sought refuge.” Ever held the piece out for Azure to examine.

      “I could have just used my wand. It was made from the Howling Willow.”

      “Actually, it’s been altered, so no, you couldn’t have. Scenic, the land of the rogue dryads, requires a piece of unaltered Howling Willow.” Ever strode forward until he was at the edge of the rock that overlooked the crater before them.

      “Okay, so where is this place? Scenic?” she asked.

      “It’s right there.” Ever swept his arm out.

      The group blinked at the dusty desert before them.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so, buddy-old-pal.” Monet snorted.

      “You don’t see it now because it’s cloaked. However...” Ever held the piece of wood in the air and muttered an incantation. Symbols began to rise to the surface of the skin of his arms and neck, and the brown dusty crater was replaced by a shimmering green forest, complete with a waterfall and a beautiful sparkling lake in the center.

      Ever turned to the group; everyone’s mouth was hanging open. “Welcome to Scenic.”
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      Birds that had been unseen moments before flew between the lush tops of the trees below where the group stood. The mist from the waterfall created a rainbow effect, and the enchanting smell of nectar-filled flowers rose into the air.

      “Okay, paradise, here we come,” Monet said, taking a step forward. A staircase made of stone and covered in patches of moss stretched from where they stood to the grassy land below them.

      “What is this?” Azure asked.

      “The rogue dryads will have to explain, but from what I’ve learned from the Book of Branches, this was where they originated. It’s a cloaked part of their land, and I sense it was once much bigger,” Ever said, taking the steps behind Monet.

      “I guess I could eat grass,” Blisters grumbled from the back of the group. “It’s what some unicorns eat. Not really befitting of a wizard unicorn, though.”

      “This place is incredible,” Gillian said, his trusty notepad already out and being scribbled in.

      “How will we find the rogue dryads? What does the book say about that?” Azure asked, nearly being knocked off the steep staircase by Manx, who raced forward in dog form.

      “I don’t think finding them will be a problem,” Ever said, coming to a halt beside Monet on the grassy lawn. Before them stretched a forest, rich with life and bustling with sounds and smells.

      Azure wasn’t sure what he meant until her vision cleared and she realized that the line of trees bordering the grassy lawn weren’t trees at all. Women with tree branches and waving vines for hair stood in a line. Real trees, tall and covered with lush leaves, stood at their backs. The women had brown skin and their hair-vines were covered in leaves. They wore mossy dresses that started just under their arms and dropped to the forest floor. These were the rogue dryads. They weren’t beautiful like women, but rather exquisite like trees, although they were more reminiscent of people than of plants.

      A dryad with sharp eyes and roses crowning her head stepped forward, her mossy gown swaying. Fireflies swarmed in her dress, giving light to her movement. “We’ve remained hidden for many centuries. That was for our protection, and for the protection of the forest. What brings you here, Queen Azure?” the rogue dryad asked, her voice deep.

      “You know of me…I should have guessed.” Azure stepped forward, bowing to the leader of the rogue dryads.

      “I am Payne Springs, and these are my sisters,” the dryad said, waving her long branch-like arms at the women around her. She moved like a woman, but the skin on her arms took on the appearance of bark if not looked at directly.

      “Payne Springs, thank you for allowing us into your borders. I—”

      “I do not believe I was given a choice in the matter. You barged into my land. Scenic has been uncloaked, thanks to you,” Payne Springs said.

      “I’m sorry. I believe we should be able to help you fix that.” Azure turned to Monet, who nodded with an irritated look in his eyes. He headed for the stairs, off to charm the land of Scenic so it again couldn’t be seen. It would merely involve removing Ever’s charm, which would reinstate the enchantment initially placed on the area.

      “Why do you bother us? We have no business with you, Queen of Virgo. You’ve done nothing to earn our ill favor,” Payne Springs said.

      “I know I haven’t. My people and I respect the forest, but we recognize that others have made mistakes. I want to offer you a deal. It will free many, but more importantly, it will heal the Dark Forest, which we all hold dear and now needs our attention,” Azure said. She sucked in a breath and rushed into her rehearsed speech.
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        * * *

      

      “You really believe that you and your comrades can heal the Dark Forest? It has been harmed greatly,” Payne Springs asked, her branch-like hair wiggling down her back.

      “Yes. Even if it kills us, we will bring the forest back,” Azure stated.

      “Uhhh…hold up a sec,” Monet spouted, trotting back down the stone staircase as he returned from reinstating the cloaking enchantment.

      “If we heal the forest, I want your word. You’ll release all wrongdoers from the statue garden. You’ll erase all bad deeds from your minds, but issue a warning to those who you free,” Azure said, her chin high in the air, her shoulders back.

      “Yes, that’s something I’m fine with giving. But the Land of Terran—they, more than any of the others, have harmed the forest. I can’t just look away. Someone must answer for the past, even if the forest is repaired.” Payne Springs turned her head, and a chorus of rustling whispers filled the air. “My people tell me that their emperor is free in the forest, and has been offered as a sacrifice. However, the harpies swarm overhead. They have been the problem since the beginning.”

      “Frederick can’t be the reason for this. It has always been the Duke. He was the one who killed Charmsgood. The one who infected my people with a virus. The one who harvests the forest,” Azure argued. “It is the Duke we want you to punish.”

      “And maybe we will. We will convene at the border of Terran once you’ve healed the forest. They have been horrible to our lands, and could create another wasteland like where you stand now. I need you to bring down the wards protecting their city so that if they disobey our laws again they will be punished. Their emperor must agree to this, or he will be punished as well. Then we will see about the Duke,” Payne Springs said.

      “And the statue garden?” Ever asked.

      “Those there will be freed by my sisters once the forest is healed, but warnings will be issued and no tolerance will ever be given again,” the leader of the rogue dryads stated. The women around her moved forward, all headed for underground tunnels carved into the side of the crater.

      “You said this wasteland was created?” Azure asked, motioning to where they stood.

      Payne Springs nodded as her sisters departed, leaving her alone with Azure’s group. “Yes, many centuries ago this was a sprawling forest, rich with life. But greed stole from the forest until all that remained was the patch we reside in now. That was when my sisters and I took on the role of protecting the trees. They had no one to stand up for them. They provide so much, and are abused by so many. We vowed that no one would create a wasteland again, but then the humans of Terran started overconsuming the Dark Forest. We have been somewhat powerless to stop them, but that shouldn’t last long if this truce works.”

      “We’ll make it work. I promise,” Azure assured her. “And the virus—you mentioned that you knew of the virus that besieges my people. Do you know how I can save them?”

      The nymph shook her head, leaves rustling as she did. “I know that your people were infected by humans, and only they can fix your illness.”

      Azure crushed her teeth down on her bottom lip. “That’s what Mage Lenore said.”

      “Then, daughter of Emeri Vladar, it is time you accept this answer.” Payne Springs turned, putting her stiff back to the group. “We will reconvene when you have done as you said you would.”
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      “Well, you just set us up for the fucking impossible. Way to go, Azure, Queen of Farce,” Monet grumbled as they climbed the stairs to depart from Scenic.

      “Could you not be so grumpy for once in your life? This isn’t impossible,” Azure said, carrying Manx in her arms. The pooka had apparently worn himself out in Scenic, and had shifted into rabbit form. She’d taken pity on the mischievous fairy and was carrying him out of the ancient land of the rogue dryads.

      Monet spun around, his green eyes slicing like blades. “Even as incredibly brilliant as I am, there’s no way I can create a potion in time to heal the Dark Forest. And you’re powerful, but that won’t help you to fix the thousands of acres that have been destroyed. Even if you were strong enough, how the hell do you expect to find every section of the forest that’s been damaged and repair it? Really, Azure! Why didn’t you just sell Payne Springs a star in a distant galaxy or something else ridiculously impossible?”

      Azure closed her eyes, feeling the heat of the moment overwhelm her. “I know it seems impossible, but there has to be a way. Gran always says that a solution proceeds from the faith that there is one.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake—you’re spouting the wisdom of a crazy-ass witch who uses her toenail clippings in her potions!” Monet shook his head, his pale skin flushing red.

      “She says they have a magical quality.”

      “Speaking of the queen mother, do you by chance have the crystal ball she gave you?” Gillian asked, scratching his stubbled chin.

      Azure blanched, the question throwing her for a moment. “Mage Lenore’s crystal ball? I do, actually. I brought it with me, thinking it could be of help.”

      “You’re lugging around a crystal ball in there?” Monet pointed at her bag, disapproval written on his face.

      “Are you thinking that the crystal ball can help us in some way?” Azure asked Gillian.

      “Not in its current form,” Gillian said, off in thought.

      “What if she fitted it onto a piece of the Howling Willow?” Ever asked from the back of the group.

      Everyone turned to find him pulling his pack from his back. He removed the long stick of Howling Willow he’d stolen from the Mountain of Truth and used to open the land of Scenic.

      Azure pushed Manx into Monet’s hands, surprising them both. “Wait, you think that if I attach Mage Lenore’s crystal ball to this piece of Howling Willow it will create—”

      “A staff!” Gillian exploded with unexpected excitement, cutting Azure off.

      “Yes, but not you. You’re not equipped to create something of that sort,” Ever said, a sly smile on his face.

      “Do you mean that you are?” Azure asked.

      “No, but I know a witch on Earth who can. Also, she could possibly have a cure for the virus,” Ever said.

      “Why haven’t you told us about this witch before, if she has the potential to offer a cure?” Azure asked, her anger immediately flaring. She still didn’t trust Ever, no matter what his reasons had been for betraying her.

      “Honestly, I had forgotten about her. However, she’s an expert at making magical weapons on Earth. This topic of forging a staff reminded me of her. She’s extremely powerful and also immersed in the human world, so she might have the cure that Payne Springs and Mage Lenore are referring to, one that comes from humans—or rather, Earth.” Ever spoke quickly, his eyes full of sensitivity and his tone seeking to calm Azure’s fears.

      The Queen of Virgo measured the Light Elf with her intense gaze for a long moment, as if his deceit were on a timer and would explode after a bit of silence. When it didn’t, she said, “Okay, and you can take us to this witch on Earth?”

      Ever shook his head. “No. I can take you.”

      “No deal,” Monet said, stepping in front of Azure with the cute little bunny form of Manx in his arms.

      Ever flicked his eyes to the bunny, who wiggled his nose at him and then gazed straight at Monet. “Look, you know that taking people through the illegal portal could get us caught by the Silver Griffins.”

      “I also know that you’re a fucking liar,” Monet said.

      “I realize that I’ve lost the trust of all of you. I made a mistake, but I’m on your side. I want my father freed, but I also want the Duke of Terran stopped. I want this silent war over. And of utmost importance, I want to fix my mistake. My father wouldn’t be a statue if I hadn’t burned a great deal of the Dark Forest. Give me a chance to make amends—help Virgo, and free my father.” Ever’s mouth hung open after he finished his plea, his blue eyes intense.

      Monet shook his head. “Using fancy words like utmost and amends isn’t going to convince me.”

      “Monet, it’s okay. I need to go.” Azure tried to calm her friend, who looked angrier than she’d seen him in a long time.

      “Azure, he betrayed you.”

      “I know. He made a big fucking mistake. One he will pay for the rest of his life.” She turned and looked at Ever.

      He nodded, his pointy ears turning slightly pink. “That’s fair. A lifelong sentence for stealing a book. I completely deserve your disdain.”

      Azure gave Monet a pleading look. “I have to do this. It’s the only way. I’ll be alright.”

      “You know what I will want if I allow you to do this,” Monet said, his tight lips hardly parting for the words.

      “A supersized bag of Cheetos?” Ever guessed.

      “At least two. You fucked up pretty majorly, and have many amends to make,” Monet told him.

      “Oh, you’re completely ridiculous,” Azure said, shaking her head at the two.

      “We should plan to meet you near the Land of Terran,” Gillian offered, always the voice of reason.

      “Yes, that’s a good idea. How about the spot where I left you both the first time I entered Terran. Right beside the lake?” Azure asked. Monet wore a sour expression still. This wasn’t the way he had wanted things to go, but it was the best plan they had.

      “Okay, we’ll be there when you return,” Gillian said, mounting Blisters, who increasingly looked to be losing his high spirits.

      Azure crouched in front of the unicorn, whose head hung low, his blue eyes dull. “Do you know, you’ve been braver than all these guys?”

      “You’re just saying that, Queen Azure. I wanted to go on this adventure, but I only want to return home now.” For once the little unicorn kept his complaints brief.

      “You know what, Blisters?”

      “What?” he replied, his tone sullen.

      “I want to go home too, but first I have to ensure that there’s a home to return to. I miss curling up in my bed as the sun rises, spooning fluffy pancakes into my mouth, and taking long bubble baths at the end of a hard day,” Azure said, scratching the bottom of the unicorn’s chin.

      Blisters’ eyes perked up. “Me too! Me too! I didn’t think that you, a brave queen, delighted in such experiences.”

      “I am human,” Azure said, and her statement struck her to the core. She was human, and she enjoyed the same indulgences as the people of Terran or those of Virgo. Weren’t they all the same? Unicorns, humans, witches, gnomes, Light Elves—all delighted in the simple things in life.

      “Blisters, may I ask you to do me a favor while I’m gone?” Azure continued.

      “Anything for you, Queen Azure.”

      She slipped her hand into the bag by her feet, pulling a small bit of chocolate from the front packet. It was kept there in case of emergencies, a tip Gran had taught her long ago. Chocolate had healing properties that could revive an overtaxed traveler. “I need you to watch over Monet. He is scared of the dark, and doesn’t like to take a piss on his own. I’ll give you this hunk of chocolate if you’ll take care of him.”

      Behind them, Monet sighed loudly.

      “I’ll ensure he’s not alone when he pees and I’ll cuddle with him at night,” Blisters said, and grabbed the chocolate with his teeth, chewing it happily.

      “If that unicorn punctures me in the kidney with his horn I’m going to have your head, dear Azure.” Monet’s tone was a mix of amusement and irritation.

      “Thanks, Blisters,” Azure said, petting the unicorn on his head. She peered over him at Gillian, who was ready to set out. The gnome raised his chin at her.

      “We’ll be waiting when you return, Queen Azure.”

      “Thank you. I hope to see you soon.” Azure pulled her bag onto her back and offered Monet one last glance. He wasn’t happy about this situation, but he was being compliant. That was as much as she could hope for. With a deep breath she turned to Ever, who held out his hand to her. She took it just as the bright light of the illegal portal exploded in front of them.
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      The pair stepped through the portal onto a sidewalk. Cars passed beside them, and on the other side of the road a row of green mountains framed the blue sky. Azure released Ever’s hand right away, wiping her palm on her jeans like that would be a proper way to disinfect her skin.

      A slow smile spread on his mouth. “I see that traveling with me is just a means to an end and you haven’t forgiven me.”

      “I won’t ever forgive you,” she said, her breath hot.

      “Ever is a long time,” he said with a wink. “And a handsome man, or so I’ve heard.”

      “If you like looking at octopus brains, maybe,” Azure remarked, pinning her hands to her ears to block out the busy street’s noise.

      “I do, actually.” Ever dared to grab Azure’s arm and pull her up the road to a set of shops.

      “Where are we?” Azure asked, staring at the parking lot full of shiny cars.

      “The suburbs, but more specifically we’re in Calabasas, California. It’s a place where many celebrities choose to live to escape the congestion of the city. And it’s the home of a powerful witch.”

      Azure stared at the various shops. The straight lines and modern appearance of the buildings didn’t make it look like a place where a witch would be found. “Uhhh…okay. Where is her shop? None of these look like a potions or tarot card-reading shops. What is this witch’s specialty?”

      “Pilates.”

      “Pilates? I haven’t heard of that branch of witchcraft.”

      He shook his head, hurrying to a shop with floor-to-ceiling windows. “It’s not witchcraft. She actually doesn’t practice anymore. A while ago she gave it up, after an infringement with the Silver Griffins. Now she’s a Pilates instructor at this studio. A witch still has to make a living, you know.”

      Through the windows she saw men and women stood on strange machines, moving into various positions. “What are they doing?” Azure asked.

      “Exercising. Pilates is a type of exercise that keeps the muscles of the body toned and provides all sorts of anaerobic benefits. Not to mention that it totally lifts the butt.” He winked at Azure.

      She narrowed her eyes at Ever, sensing that he was not as remorseful for his misdeed as he should be. He was trying to glaze right over it, which wasn’t going to work for her. “You forget that I want to murder you, so don’t wink at me. Actually, lose the whole ‘cool’ attitude before I turn you into a cockroach.”

      “I haven’t forgotten that you want to murder me. I’m just hoping to lessen my sentence.”

      Azure blinked at the humans in the Pilates class. “So people on Earth go to classes to exercise? What are they doing to those machines?”

      “The reformer machines are a part of resistance training. And yes, humans have gyms where they lift weights, run on treadmills or take classes like this or yoga.”

      “Wait…” Azure turned and studied the parking lot where various individuals strolled by, getting in or out of their cars. “Why don’t the people here just ditch the cars and walk for exercise? In Virgo we get exercise by doing chores or taking hikes.”

      “Earth, suffice it to say, is different. Life is set up differently,” Ever explained.

      “You mean, ‘wrong,’” Azure stated. “Life is set up wrong on Earth.”

      “No, I mean differently. It’s not what you’re used to, but that doesn’t make it wrong. Just as the way the humans of Terran live isn’t entirely wrong. They have some misguided practices, but they also have some that are simply better suited for them. Please remember that the humans on Earth don’t have magic. And the humans on Oriceran are limited with their magic. They can only cast it if they have energy to draw from and material to use.” Ever caught the attention of a woman walking around the class. Seraphina’s blonde hair was tied into a high bun, and she wore tight yoga pants and a wide smile. It had been a long time since she had laid her green eyes on the Light Elf.

      “Is that your witch?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, that’s my witch friend. However, she’s in the middle of teaching a class. Let’s go and grab some food, and we’ll meet up with her afterward.” Ever reached out and tugged on Azure’s arm. He just had to keep pushing the boundaries.

      She ripped her arm out of his grasp and stomped forward. “No fondue or hard liquor, or any of your usual Earthly distractions.”

      “No problem. We’ll grab a bite to eat at the grocery store. You’ll like Erewhon. Their food is organic,” Ever said proudly.

      “What’s organic?” Azure asked as they neared the entrance of a store.

      “It means that it was made without using pesticides or chemicals, and in a manner that preserves the Earth,” Ever informed her.

      “As opposed to what?” Azure asked, confused.

      “Oh, you’re so sheltered, little witch.” Ever led her into a store where an automatic door slid back to welcome them. Rows of colorful fruits and vegetables were decoratively stacked and arranged on one side of the store. In the center were shelves full of boxes and bottles. And from the far end, some of the most incredibly fresh smells wafted through the air.

      “So humans come here to stock up on food and other household items?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, as well as to catch up with Jones and discuss their latest ailment with the naturopathic doctor on staff. It’s kind of a one-stop shop for some.” Ever peered down an aisle like he was looking for someone.

      Azure picked up a box off the nearby shelf. “Wait, this is food?” She shook the box, listening to the contents rattle inside.

      “Cereal, to be exact,” Ever said, strolling forward and looking down the next aisle.

      “Why would humans eat out of boxes? I don’t get it.” She remembered the pantry she’d raided in Terran. The whole kitchen was full of boxes and the refrigerator empty of fresh food.

      “It’s a matter of convenience. An idea made popular in the 1950’s by Betty Crocker, I believe.”

      After Ever had peered down another row, Azure asked, “Are you looking for something?”

      “Someone, actually.” A wide smile broke across his face, transforming his eyes in a new way.

      “Everett, is that you?” a woman asked.

      “Hey, Mom!” He sprang forward, wrapping a human in his arms. She had long black hair that matched Ever’s color. He’d also gotten his blue eyes from her, but his height, as well as his Light Elf blood, were no doubt from his father. The woman stared up at her son, a sparkle in her eyes.

      “I didn’t know you were in town,” she said with a wink, elbowing him in the side.

      “Yes. I’ve brought a friend to meet Seraphina,” Ever said to her, waving a hand in Azure’s direction. “Mom, this is Queen Azure of Virgo.”

      Azure froze, not sure it was wise for him to speak so plainly on Earth about her status. This woman might think they were insane. However, Ever’s mom curtseyed deeply in front of Azure.

      “A real queen. Oh wow, what an honor,” she said, rising again and offering her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Queen Azure. I’m Layla.”

      “Uhhh… Nice to meet you, Layla.” Azure shook the woman’s small hand. It was cold to the touch. She wore a loose cream-colored blouse and blue linen pants. The woman was undeniably beautiful, her porcelain skin glowing and eyes bright. “So, I guess you are well versed about where I come from.”

      “Oh, yes. I’ve never been there, but one day I hope to visit the planet of Oriceran. Everett has offered to take me, of course, but, well, I don’t like the idea of getting trapped on the planet like his father did,” Layla said.

      “Yes, it’s sad that he—”

      “Was trapped on Oriceran and has been unable to travel back to Earth,” Ever interrupted, giving her a meaningful look.

      “How is your father? Did you tell him that I miss him terribly?” Layla asked her son.

      “Of course. I always do. And he’s fine. Busy, but mostly fine. He misses you, and looks forward to when the enchantments don’t prevent him from traveling to Earth,” Ever said, his words a nervous rush.

      Layla shook her head. “So troublesome that the Light Elves blocked him from traveling to Earth. I worry that you’ll have something similar happen to you, dear Everett.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom. Anyway, we just popped in here to get a bite to eat. Anything you’d recommend?” he asked.

      “Let me see your tongue,” the woman said.

      At the request, he opened his mouth and stuck his tongue out.

      “Oh, yes, this is so typical of you. You’re not eating enough green leafy vegetables, nor are you sleeping sufficiently.” Layla grabbed his wrist and tilted her head, counting the rhythms of his various pulses. “Oh, well, there you go. You’re having bad dreams that keep you up, aren’t you?”

      Ever tugged his arm away. “It’s true. Sounds like I need coffee and a salad.” Reading the confused look on Azure’s face, a smile broke out on the Light Elf’s mouth. “Oh, right. My mom is a naturopathic doctor.”

      “Meaning I use conventional as well as unconventional methods to heal. My discipline merges Western and Eastern medicine to find holistic solutions,” Layla informed Azure.

      “Think, a mix of witch’s magic and human logic,” Ever stated.

      “Oh, that makes sense,” Azure said, a weak smile on her face.

      “Mom, we’d better be off. I’ll stop by and visit you as soon as I can.” Ever gave his mother one last hug, pulling her in tightly and not relinquishing her until several moments later.

      “I hope you do. It’s lonely here without you and your father. At the least, I’d like to have you around more,” she said.

      He gave her a tender smile and nodded. “Of course.”
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      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” Azure asked after they exited the store, small plastic containers that held premade salads in hand.

      “My mom doesn’t know that my father is a statue.”

      “I gathered as much. Keep going,” Azure prompted.

      “I couldn’t bear to tell her that I was the reason the love of her life wouldn’t return to her in this lifetime. You see, my father’s sentence is at least another fifty years, which far exceeds how long my mother will live as a human on Earth,” Ever said, pulling open his salad and digging into it as they strolled down the sidewalk.

      “So you made up a garbage lie about how he’s trapped on Oriceran,” Azure guessed.

      “Well, he only spent half his time on Earth anyway. He’s gone back and forth all my life. Mom always worried he’d get caught, so I just drew on the concern she had constructed.”

      “And you want to free your father not only so you can wash away your own guilt, but also to reunite your parents?” Azure asked, her insides suddenly burning.

      “If you could arrange a ‘happily ever after’ for your parents, wouldn’t you want to?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure how that looks in my world. My parents haven’t been together in my lifetime,” Azure said, thinking of the strangeness of it all.

      “Yeah, every family is full of secrets, it would seem. I’m keeping something from my mom, and your mother kept your father from you.” Ever held the door to the Pilates studio open for a few women inside to exit. Their brows were wet with sweat and their faces flushed red. However, each blushed redder upon setting eyes on the tall Light Elf, disguised to look purely human with his rounded ears.

      Reformer machines with a soft bed in the middle and small platforms and adjustable bars lined the studio’s workout room.

      “Everett! I thought my eyes were deceiving me at first.” Seraphina strolled forward and threw her arms around Ever’s shoulders, hugging him tightly. Many of the women turned, surprise written on their faces.

      “Who’s your friend, Seraphina?” one of the women asked.

      Ever turned to the woman, offering her a wink and a flirtatious smile. “Actually, Seraphina, we’re in a hurry,” he said, motioning to Azure. “Can we speak with you?” The words “in private” were implied.

      Seraphina gave Azure a quizzical look and nodded. “Yes, join me in the back. You’ll have to watch me slurp down a vegan burger before my next class starts.”

      The Pilates instructor trotted through the thicket of women crowding the lobby of the studio, smiling at them as she made her way to the back. She led them to the room next to a spin class. The wall shook from the loud music on the other side. “I know you want to quit. That’s not an option! Come on! Push it!” a microphone-amplified voice said from the other side of wall.

      Azure eyed the wall with quiet speculation before shaking off the weirdness. “Hi, Seraphina,” she said extending a hand. “I’m—”

      “Azure Vladar.” Seraphina cut her off with a clever grin. “The rumors are true, aren’t they?” She eyed the blue soul stone hanging around Azure’s neck.

      “Rumors?” Azure asked.

      “That the kingdom of Virgo has a half-witch, half-human queen ruling it,” Seraphina supplied.

      “Well, yes. How did you know?” she asked.

      “The Silver Griffins pride themselves on knowing everything of importance on Oriceran. I heard the rumor from one of them who visited me recently,” the other witch said.

      “Oh, well, I hope you won’t be reporting my presence on Earth to one of the Silver Griffins. I really couldn’t risk it,” Azure stated at once.

      Seraphina opened a white package that sat on the countertop. The studio was bright and clean, and the surfaces were all straight lines. She pulled a sandwich that had mushroom caps in place of a bun and sprouts spilling around its edges from the box. “Vegan burger?” she offered, holding it out. “I have a knife and can cut you off a piece.”

      “No, thanks. I couldn’t.” Azure waved her hand, holding up her own plastic container. “I just had this salad, and I’m stuffed.”

      Ever flicked his eyes at her, offering a sly smile. She tossed her hardly eaten salad into a trash bin against one wall. The salad had been more of a curiosity than a fulfilling experience. Who the fuck puts quinoa in a salad? she’d wondered. That was grain they fed to their chickens on Oriceran. Earthlings ate the strangest things.

      “So, Everett, what brings you to me in the company of royalty?” Seraphina asked as she chewed.

      Ever held his hand out to Azure. Knowing what he wanted, she set her pack down and pulled the crystal ball from inside.

      “Shut up!” Seraphina said, dropping her burger into the white container and sliding her hand across her mouth. “That’s not…”

      “It’s definitely not a crappy souvenir I picked up in Topanga Canyon, no,” Ever said, suppressing a grin.

      “Shush it, Ever. You know what I mean.” Seraphina extended her hand, waiting for Ever to place the crystal ball in it. When he did, her eyes dropped closed and a brilliant smile lit her face. The purple amethyst illuminated, smoke swirling inside the orb. Her eyes sprang open again. “I can’t believe it. This is Mage Lenore’s crystal ball.”

      “Oh, that’s what you were referring to,” Ever joked.

      “How did you get this?” Seraphina asked, testing the balance in her hand.

      “My gran, Sari Vladar, gave it to me,” Azure informed her, now realizing how strange it was that her gran had had it in her possession.

      “Well, well, well, Queen Azure, you’re just full of surprises. The rumors about you might actually be true.” Seraphina stared deep into the crystal ball.

      “What other rumors?”  Ever asked the burning question first, beating Azure to it.

      “Oh, it’s not polite to gossip, but suffice it to say, there are many prophecies that involve this young witch. I guess I didn’t want to believe them because they also involved one of my favorite Light Elves.” Seraphina held the crystal ball up to the light, eyeing it with her head tilted to the side.

      “No. Would you be serious?” Ever said, shaking his head at the witch.

      “I am being serious. It’s no secret that I still pine for your affection.” Seraphina darted her eyes to Ever, batting her eyelashes.

      “I have no idea what this is all about, but it’s definitely off topic.” Azure pulled the long stick of Howling Willow from her bag. It had made the organization of the pack quite clumsy. “We are here to ask you if you’ll forge the crystal ball into a staff, using this.”

      A gasp fell from Seraphina’s mouth. “Queen Azure, if you pull another remarkable object from that bag I’ll faint.”

      Azure stared down at the bag at her feet, her face screwed up in thought. “Unless an Orc knife will make you pass out, I think I’m out of surprises.”

      “Orc knife, sure, sure. Good one,” Seraphina said, shaking her head in disbelief. She handed the crystal ball to Ever and reached for the stick of Howling Willow wood. “How did you get this?” She ran her eyes over the notches on the stick, which was a golden-brownish color like Azure’s wand.

      “Mage Lenore gave it to us—” Ever lied.

      “Actually, this prevaricating jerk fucking stole it from the Howling Willow,” Azure cut in.

      Seraphina raised an eyebrow at the Light Elf. “You know she’d kill you for less than that.”

      “I was prepared for that to happen in order to help my friend,” Ever said, his pink lips pursing and a dimple surfacing on his cheek.

      Azure, knowing he’d stolen the stick for his own selfish purposes, shook her head but remained tightlipped.

      “So you want me to forge a staff using these?” Seraphina held the Howling Willow stick out and peered at it with one eye. “Yeah, I can do that. It’s going to hold incredible power, like more than almost any staff I’ve ever heard of.” She lowered the stick and looked at Azure. “May I ask you what you want such a staff for?”

      “I need to heal the Dark Forest from every single abuse it’s suffered,” she said.

      Seraphina shook her head. “She’s a Good Samaritan, too. I just can’t compete with this one.”

      “Yeah, that’s true, but her family is freaking crazy, she blindly trusts to a fault, and her best friend is an idiot,” Ever said with a roguish smile.

      “Will you do it?” Azure asked, ignoring Ever. He was trying, really trying to earn back her favor, but she wasn’t sure that would be possible.

      “I can, but it will take some time. I have a class starting in a few minutes.” Seraphina eyed the fancy watch on her wrist. “I doubt I’ll have it done today.”

      “What? No, I need it right away. Can’t you squeeze it in? Please, it’s important,” Azure begged.

      Seraphina studied Azure for a long moment. She pulled her mouth to the side, thinking. “Okay, I’ll have someone cover my class. Come back after sunset, and I should have it ready.”

      “Thank you!” Azure exclaimed, surprised to find herself jumping up and down on her toes.

      The loud bass of the music next door cranked up and someone yelled, “Hit it, people! Get those butts in the air!”

      Azure settled down and pointed to the vibrating wall. “What exactly is going on over there?”

      “Spin class,” Seraphina chirped.
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      “Okay, let me get this straight. In this ‘spin class,’ there are people on bicycles that don’t go anywhere—”

      “Stationary bikes,” Ever cut in, supplying the right term.

      “Okay, and humans pedal these bikes as fast as they can, knowing that they aren’t going anywhere?” Azure continued as they walked into the bar on the other side of the parking lot from the Pilates studio.

      “Correct!”

      “And they are okay with not going anywhere because they are doing it for exercise, is that right?”

      “Yep, you totally understand this.”

      “No, I totally don’t.” Azure pulled herself up onto a bar stool. “I know this is probably a dumb question, but why don’t they just ride bikes wherever they go? It seems like a win-win.”

      “Well, firstly, that’s not as much fun as attending a spin class. Some do ride bikes, but it’s hard to do that in heels, and helmets mess up one’s hair. So instead, many people simulate activities in order to be healthy,” Ever said, waving to get the bartender’s attention. “Two margaritas on the rocks.”

      “Earth really confuses me.” Azure stared around the bar, which was full of business men and women in suits laughing or talking on their phones. “But also, there’s something innately compelling about this planet that I can’t put my finger on. I get a strange feeling every time I’m here, like there’s something I’m looking for here, or something I know without knowing it.”

      “It sounds like you might have business here on Earth. Makes sense to me. Our human side does tend to draw us to the planet,” Ever stated, taking the first drink from the bartender and sliding it over to Azure.

      “Is that why the humans of Terran are obsessed with Earth?”

      “That’s definitely one reason. They’ve maybe taken it to extremes, but I do believe that most of them are well-intentioned.” Ever took a sip of the margarita, his face puckering from the sourness.

      “Why do you think that Oriceran and Earth are connected?” Azure asked, taking a sip of the drink and then sputtering out a cough. “What the hell is this?”

      “Specifically, it’s a margarita. But you should know that it has tequila, which has assorted effects on drinkers.”

      “No, thanks,” Azure stated, sliding the drink away.

      “Oh, come on. Tequila can be a lot of fun, although there were nights when I would have disagreed with that statement.” A fond smile grew on Ever’s mouth. “You asked why Oriceran and Earth are connected. There are a few theories, but I have my own. I think that the two planets complement each other. One is full of magic, and one isn’t. One is unpredictable, and the other has unbreakable laws. Each on its own is incredible, but mix the two and you have something truly extraordinary.”

      “I don’t know. Lately I have wished I was only witch, minus the human part. I feel it would simplify my life,” Azure said.

      “It might simplify it, but I daresay you wouldn’t be as powerful.”

      “I’m not any more powerful than Gran or my mum, or most witches from Virgo.”

      “No?” Ever challenged. “I’d venture to say that you have a strange magic, one that doesn’t come from your wand or an incantation, but rather lives in your intuition. You act differently than the other witches. I know of no one who has the diplomatic skills you possess, and I’d say that’s because you’re a mix of two incredible species.”

      “My power comes from my two sides, not because of one,” Azure said, repeating words that Gran had said to her many times lately.

      “You don’t want to believe it because you don’t see the specialness of being human yet, but you will.” Ever drained his drink, blinking his eyes from the rush of the alcohol. “Remember the werewolves we met in Lancothy?”

      “Of course,” Azure said.

      “Remember that Laurel said they were cursed when they lost their humanity, which turned them into monsters.”

      She nodded, taking a small sip of her drink. The sweet-and-sour flavor of the margarita was starting to grow on her.

      “Some believe that Earth came before Oriceran, and that the humans on our planet came from humans on Earth.” Ever held up his hand, ordering two more drinks from the bartender.

      “You think that the part of us that makes us thoughtful, cooperative and civilized originated with humans?” Azure asked.

      “That’s one theory. I’m full of theories, if you get me going.” Ever leaned his forearms on the bar. “Humans are brilliant in their capacity to hate and their foolish willingness to love. They are beautiful and flawed. Cursed, but also gifted in so many different ways. But honestly, it’s when you stop looking for the difference between you and humans, or humans and elves, or whatever, that you see we’re all really the same.”

      Azure leaned forward, closing the few inches separating her and Ever. “I need to know something.”

      “What?” he breathed, his eyes on her chin.

      “Are you drunk?”

      A loud laugh exploded from his mouth, and he sat backward. “No, not yet, but tequila does have a way with me unlike any other alcohol. There was this one time that I went to the bathroom at a club… I’d been out all night, but I thought it was still pretty early. When I came out of the bathroom the club had shut down, because it was two in the morning. I thought the owner had just run everyone off with bad music. I launched into a long lecture about better business practices with the bartender, who called me a cab and told me tequila was both my friend and my worst enemy. The next morning, I knew what he had meant.”

      Azure laughed, shaking her drink, making the ice cubes clink together. “Sounds like you’ve enjoyed your time on Earth.”

      “I have, but I’m most at home on Oriceran. I’d rather not have to choose, but living between the two worlds is getting increasingly more dangerous.”

      “Will you stay on one planet if we rescue your father?” Azure asked.

      “You mean when we rescue him,” Ever corrected. “And I think that I should spend most of my time on Oriceran. I know I messed up big-time, but I’m hoping that a spot on your cabinet still belongs to me.”

      He was being bold. Maybe a bit stupid, Azure thought. “I’m not sure it would be wise for me to give you a second chance.”

      “I get it. Kick me once, shame on you. Kick me twice…”

      “I don’t know about this kicking business, but I can’t put my kingdom in danger by allowing a traitor inside its borders,” Azure said, Ever’s reference once again soaring over her head as so many others had before it.

      “As a queen committed to her people and loyal only to their welfare, I can completely appreciate that. But please remember that I brought you here.” Ever waved his arm at the bar.

      “Yes, if it weren’t for you I wouldn’t have ever been to a hipster bar or tried fondue,” Azure joked.

      “I meant that I brought you to Earth to receive help from people like Seraphina. I’m well connected, and could prove to be a valuable resource.”

      Azure gave him a measured glare. “You’re useful, I’ll admit. However, I’m not sure your usefulness outweighs how much I loathe you.”

      “Oh, don’t let your emotions cloud your judgment, Queen Azure. This is about what’s good for your people, not about you.” Ever pressed the glass to his mouth and drank to cover his sly expression.
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      Sufficiently buzzed and cheeks red from laughing, Azure and Ever trotted across the darkening parking lot. “So how do you know Seraphina? Is there a network of magical people who have relocated to Earth who keep in contact?”

      “Seraphina is an old friend of the family, and she works so close to my mom that I suspect I’ll always be in touch with her,” Ever said, and then hesitated. The smile on his face dropped. “We were engaged to be married at one point.”

      “What happened?” Azure asked, the tequila having taken away her usual manners in a sensitive conversation such as this.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Ever stopped and regarded Azure for a long moment.

      “I don’t think it is, but it’s cute that you think tequila lets me read minds.”

      “I want a life between the two worlds. If anything, I’m married to Oriceran and want a fling with Earth, like we discussed. Seraphina didn’t want to go back and forth. And then the thing happened with my father, and she put her foot down. Told me not to travel back and forth, afraid the same thing would happen to me.”

      “Oh, so she also doesn’t know the truth,” Azure guessed.

      The Light Elf nodded. “I know the risks. I realize I’m putting myself in danger by going back and forth, but I won’t give up the world of Oriceran, not even for a person I love.”

      “So you called it off?”

      “Yes, and we were both heartbroken for a while. It’s hard when two people both want something, but they can’t agree on a deal-breaker. Actually it would have been better for her if I’d cheated, and I would have preferred it if she had been an unreasonable bitch. However, that wasn’t the case. Instead, we just couldn’t agree on a single matter and that's what tore us apart.” Ever stared at the front of the Pilates studio, from which the inside lights were spilling onto the outside sidewalk.

      “Yeah. I can’t relate, but that’s tough.” Azure chewed on her bottom lip, ideas churning in her head. “Strange, I never considered you as the marrying type.”

      “That’s because you know me as the Light Elf who spies on you from the treetops and creates trouble with Monet,” Ever said, his face full of amusement.

      “And Seraphina never saw you on Oriceran like that?” Azure asked.

      “Seraphina, like my mom, has never been to Oriceran. It’s not a trip that some want to risk.” Ever started for the studio.

      “Whoa, whoa, what’s that supposed to mean? You never told me there were dangers besides being caught.” Confused outrage spilled across Azure’s face.

      “Well, you know that my first portal blew up a chunk of the Dark Forest, so you should have deduced that there are dangers. However, yes—portals go wrong in other ways all the time. Travelers get stuck and become ghosts in the in-between.”

      “Dude, on the list of things you could have told me before…” Flabbergasted, Azure shook her head at Ever.

      “Ok, now it will just make you tense when you travel back and forth. Try and forget about it.” Ever grabbed Azure’s arm and pulled her forward.

      “Who said I was traveling back and forth ever again?” Azure asked incredulously.

      “Well, you have to get home, so I’m guessing you’ll be traveling at least once more. And I have a feeling that this won’t be your last time on Earth. You said, in so many words, that you feel you have business here.”
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      Seraphina pushed sweat from her brow as she opened the door to the back. “I had it locked so none of the other instructors could walk in. Try explaining that I’m forging a staff for a witch queen on another planet. Rumors would fly.”

      “Did you finish?” Ever asked.

      “Hey, tequila! Looks like you found a way to kill a couple hours. Did you tell the bartender how to do his job or offer unsolicited advice to unsuspecting strangers?” Seraphina teased.

      “I was able to keep to myself, mostly. You would have been real proud,” Ever said, his eyes resting on the table where a blanket covered something. He hoped it was the staff.

      “’Here’s what I’d do’ are famous words that Ever loves to use when he’s had too much to drink,” Seraphina informed Azure, her eyes on the Light Elf. “Then he follows up that statement with his strategies for living the best life or running a better business.”

      “Haw-haw. How’s the staff? Is it done?” Ever snapped his fingers at the witch.

      “Hey now, I cleared my afternoon for you. The least you can do is show a bit of respect,” Seraphina said.

      “It’s not about respect. It’s about saving the Dark Forest and those on Oriceran. You know I appreciate what you’ve done,” Ever said, his tone growing softer.

      Seraphina regarded him for a long moment and then pulled her long blonde hair up and twisted it into a bun at the back of her head, in no hurry to show them the staff.

      “I’m really grateful for your help. You must have incredible skills to be able to forge a staff,” Azure told her, trying to curtail the tension growing in the room.

      Seraphina drew in a long breath. “You’re making it extremely difficult to not like you, Queen Azure. Are you always so nice?”

      “Always,” Ever stated, answering the question for her. “It’s kind of gross.”

      “I’m not always nice,” Azure argued.

      “You have a pet unicorn, and a standing alliance with Orcs,” Ever spat back.

      “That doesn’t make me nice,” she retorted.

      “So you do have a unicorn. Well, damn. I daresay the kingdom of Virgo is in good hands,” Seraphina stated.

      “Your sources told you about Blisters?” Azure asked.

      “Yes. They like to keep an eye on things on Oriceran and have a way of doing that, from time to time.” Seraphina pinched the white fabric that covered the table and lifted it.

      An invisible hook sank into Azure’s chest and tugged her forward. She reached for the staff, her hands operating on their own. The space around her grayed; all she could see was the amethyst crystal ball neatly perched on the top of the carved Howling Willow branch. A clawed hand held the ball in place on the top of the staff. In Azure’s hand, the staff warmed. The crystal ball glowed brightly, making the overhead lights spark and then burn out.

      Ever and Seraphina covered their heads from the sparks raining down, but Azure didn’t notice. Instead she stared in awe at the orb which swirled with a grayish smoke, the light casting a purple glow on her face. She loosened and flexed her fingers around the staff, feeling as though it had always been hers. It didn’t fit her like her wand, but in some ways it felt more comfortable. In other ways it seemed like they needed to learn each other—Azure the staff, the staff her.

      A clicking sound by the door stole Azure’s attention. She spun around, the staff in her hands casting light on Ever and Seraphina.

      “Well, now I’ll have to explain why the lights in here have all burnt out,” Seraphina said.

      “Oh, can’t you tell them that a witch queen from another planet was testing a staff filled with enough magic to heal or burn down a forest?” Ever teased.

      “Unfortunately only fantasy writers and crazies can get away with spouting such things. Pilates instructors have to lie and say it was a bad breaker.” Seraphina tapped the switch again, to no effect.

      Seraphina’s eyes squinted when Azure lit her wand and handed it to Ever to hold. The look on her face stated that she wasn’t okay with the casual manner between the two. Usually a witch only trusted her wand to a few to hold.

      “The staff is incredible. It’s amazing that you were able to forge it in such a short period of time,” Azure stated, admiring it.

      “Well, I must admit that it reminded me how much I miss my own witchcraft, but I really have no purpose for it here and can’t risk using it often,” Seraphina stated, still watching Azure.

      “That makes sense,” she said, twirling the staff to one side and then the other, examining how it moved in her hands.

      “I will admit that working with Howling Willow made it easier, although this wasn’t a freshly harvested piece,” Seraphina said.

      “No, I found it on the ground under the tree. But it will work still, right?” Ever asked.

      “Yes, it will be fine, and I don’t think that Mage Lenore would have allowed such a large piece to be harvested anyway,” Seraphina said.

      “Don’t legitimize his thieving,” Azure said, her eyes on the staff. It was still glowing brightly.

      “You met Mage Lenore?” Seraphina asked Ever.

      “Yes, if you can believe it,” he replied.

      “I’m not sure I can believe half of what I’ve learned. You’ve met the oldest witch in existence, and are intergalactically globetrotting with the queen of an ancient kingdom. I thought you just liked sleeping in the woods and selling broken devices on the Dark Market,” Seraphina said.

      “Yes, who would have thought it would turn out to be anything?” Ever laughed, the tequila starting to wear off.

      “Actually, has this spy service who has been dispersing rumors about me said anything about the virus plaguing Virgo?” Azure asked.

      The light expression on Seraphina’s face dropped. “I have heard of it. And I’m sorry. The Silver Griffins want to help, but I don’t think it’s something within their power or jurisdiction.”

      “Do you know of a solution?” Azure asked, hope in her voice.

      Seraphina pulled in a long breath. “There’s a chance that the power in the staff could heal your people…”

      “But?” Azure asked, sensing that the word was coming.

      “But I don’t think that the staff has the capacity to heal both the Dark Forest and a kingdom of people without going through a fortnight of recharging in between,” Seraphina said.

      “I don’t have that kind of time. My people need a cure now,” Azure declared.

      “I realize that. It’s an option, and could work. However, if the staff isn’t equipped with enough power to heal Virgo, then you’ll have to find another solution. One that is unique to humans, since that was where the virus originated,” Seraphina said.

      Everyone kept saying that it had something to do with the humans, but Azure still didn’t know what that meant. “Thank you. Your help will always be remembered and appreciated,” Azure stated, holding the staff up in a show of pride.
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      The hell Frederick was living in was unlike anything he’d ever known or could have imagined. Had it been several days, or a week since he’d awoken in the dark prison? He couldn’t remember. His head ached where Uncle Phillip had struck him with the golf club. When he’d awoken it had been bandaged, but it had bled through the gauze. Should I be grateful that the Duke thought to bandage my head after knocking me out? He also slid food through a slit at the bottom of the locked door once a day. Uncle Phillip was trying to keep him alive, but why?

      Frederick didn’t recognize the dark brick room where he was being kept, or the sounds that found their way into the space. Machinery could be heard outside his prison wall, and men shouting. At night he swore he heard the whooshing of wind followed by screams and screeching he associated with harpies, but that would have meant he was outside the Land of Terran.

      The door that was always locked clinked. Light slid around the edges, slipping into the dark prison. Frederick started to a standing position, realizing he was covered in dirt and filth. The smell he’d been holding his nose against came from him. He reached for the door, fumbling many times.  Just standing was taxing, due to his low reserves. Frederick’s shaking hands finally found the handle of the door. He pulled it back several inches, inviting more sunlight and fresh air into the room, and his eyes burned from the sudden brightness. He shielded his face from the sun, which now felt like it was on fire in comparison to the cold darkness he’d known for the last few days.

      Frederick wasn’t sure what he had been expecting to see when his vision got used to the sunlight, but what he saw wasn’t it. It hardly registered in his brain. A burnt and broken forest was before him. His heart dropped as he stared at the ashy trees, devoid of leaves. Stretching for what seemed like a mile was bare black dirt, its vegetation gone. Harvested. Stolen.

      Taking a step forward, Frederick studied the prison behind him. It wasn’t at all what he had expected. It was only a brick room built into the side of the wall that bordered the Land of Terran. However, Frederick wasn’t on the inside of the wall, where he had been all his life. He was outside the borders, and here was something else he hadn’t expected—this wall was new. New brick. Fresh mortar. Not aged by time and the sun.

      Stumbling away from the wall, Frederick tripped on something under his feet. At first he thought he’d stumbled on a loose bit of ground or a broken tree root,  but lying at his feet was a rolled piece of parchment. He reached down, his hands shaking, and retrieved the scroll, which was sealed with the Emperor of Terran’s official seal. The one he’d associated with his father all his life. He broke the seal to find his uncle’s handwriting scratched across the page.

      Dear Frederick,

      If you’re reading this, the golf course is complete. It was difficult to keep the rogue dryads guarding the forest from attacking, but the harpies were our saving grace. And now we’ve harvested enough of the forest to keep our greenhouses stocked for all time. We should have no reason to leave our borders, especially now that we have a golf course, something the people of Terran will be grateful for in time.

      However, the rogue dryads won’t be content with what we’ve done. They’ll look for someone to punish. They won’t stop until someone pays the price for what happened to the Dark Forest, and who better to make the sacrifice than the emperor of Terran? I’ve given you a great honor. You wanted to serve your people, and now you’ll serve them by ensuring our way of life goes on. I’m glad you made this choice. It was a wise one. Please don’t worry, I’ll keep Terran safe as emperor.

      Cordially,

      Emperor Phillip

      Frederick crumpled up the letter just as rattling echoed from the far side of the barren forest. He wasn’t alone.
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      Azure stepped through the portal and immediately turned back to Ever, confused by where they’d landed. He’d intended to travel to the section of the forest on the other side of the lake from the Land of Terran—the same area where she’d left Gillian and Monet the first time she’d set off alone to trespass into Terran. However, that area of the forest didn’t look like this.

      “Are we in the right place?” Azure asked as Ever closed the portal. His eyes narrowed as he studied the seemingly burnt forest around them.

      “This is the right location. I’m sure of it.” Ever sank down, bending his knees as he scooped dirt into his hand.

      “What happened here?” Azure asked.

      “I’ll give you one hint,” Monet said from behind them.

      Ever rose and the pair swiveled to find Monet and Gillian a few yards away. “Monet,” Azure said, relief in her voice.

      “Yes, the one and only. And the race of culprits who did this damage rhymes with lumen and lives behind giant walls,” Monet said.

      “The humans of Terran did this?” Azure asked, her voice hushed.

      “Oh good, she caught my hint. I was worried the airhead would need it spelled out.” Monet pretended to elbow Gillian in the side, but up high.

      “This is a new low, even for the humans of Terran,” Azure said, turning to Ever to gauge his reaction.

      “I agree. This is more than they’ve done in the past, and faster. However, they weren’t ruled by Phillip before.” Ever still held a handful of dirt.

      “But Frederick is supposed to be Emperor,” Azure said, her chest burning with anger and worry.

      “That may be so, but Payne Springs said he was being offered as a sacrifice,” Ever retorted.

      Azure gulped and nodded. “This forest has been clear-cut, but how?”

      “I’m guessing the ugly bird-women had something to do with it. We swung by Virgo on our way here to drop off that dumb unicorn, as well as my own horse,” Monet said, releasing a laugh. “The Orcs said they hadn’t defended against any harpy attacks since we left. I told them that it sounded like they should take the afternoon off and bathe, to which they gave me confused expressions. My first act when this mess is over is to start an Orc education program. I’m such a philanthropist.”

      “Yeah, it’s fucking inspiring,” Azure said, her tone dull.

      “What is the Duke after?” Ever asked, doing a three-sixty.

      “We sent Manx to see what he could find by flying over the Land of Terran,” Gillian stated. Just then the raven form of Manx dived and landed on the ground in front of Azure.

      “There are wards on the Land that prevent me from flying over it,” Manx said.

      “The same ones that block the rogue dryads from entering,” Azure guessed.

      “Correct, and healing the forest just got exponentially more difficult. That’s why we didn’t use the magic to take down the wards, and also because we thought we should wait until the rogue dryads were here,” Gillian said, his tone tenser than ever before.

      “We will definitely run low on magic, based on what we now have to do. However, I think the staff could have pulled off the job…maybe.” Azure removed the staff from her bag—it had been awkwardly hanging out halfway—and held it out for the others to see. “There’s more magic in this than in anything I’ve ever held.

      Gillian’s mouth fell open.

      “Badass,” Monet caroled, reaching forward and plucking the staff from Azure’s grasp. He tossed it lightly into the air, catching it in both palms.

      “Do you really think it can heal the forest?” Gillian asked, his eyes still on the staff.

      “I had my doubts before, given the extensive destruction of the forest, and now I’m completely uncertain. The Dark Forest is huge, and healing every section of it would have been difficult before. But now…” Azure’s voice trailed off as her eyes roamed over the area around them, which was devoid of songbirds or green foliage.

      “You don’t have to do it alone,” Ever stated, taking a step in her direction.

      “I should say not. I have planned from the beginning to assist,” Gillian said, also stepping forward.

      “Cool. If Shorty and Pointy-Ears help you, then you’ll probably, most likely, kind of get the job done,” Monet said, with a wink.

      “Monet Bailey Torrance…” Azure said, a warning in her voice.

      He snapped his fingers, and the Cheetos she’d bought for him on Earth disappeared from her backpack and reappeared in his hand. He eyed them with interest. “Flamin’ Hot Cheetos,” he read from the front of the bag, and opened them. Popping one into his mouth, he happily chewed. “Man, Earthlings may not know how to spell, but thankfully they know how to craft tasty snacks.”

      “Monet,” Azure scolded again.

      “Okay, fine. Of course I’ll help, but I’m not holding the gnome’s hand.” Monet stuck his orange tongue out at Gillian, Cheeto dust clinging to the side of his mouth.

      Screaming stole everyone’s attention. Manx launched straight into the air, flapping overhead. Azure spun, putting her back to the group and scanning the forest.

      “It’s coming from the direction of Terran,” Gillian stated, throwing his wide chin toward the wall.

      “The flower on your hat,” Monet said, his eyes intently pinned on the red flower.

      “What of it?” Gillian asked.

      “It’s not growling or baring its teeth,” Monet observed.

      “Which means we’re not in danger, but that doesn’t mean that the person who is screaming in the distance isn’t.” Gillian hunched low, as if trying to see through the burnt forest.

      “Well, it sounds like they need our help.” Azure set off at a sprint, the staff in her hands.

      “Of course she’s fucking running toward danger.” Monet threw his hands in the air, annoyed. “Dear Azure, didn’t you hear him? We’re not in danger.”

      “Come on, coward,” Azure yelled over her shoulder.

      “Why did you have to bring her back in full spirits? Couldn’t you have done something to scare this tenacity out of her, like push her in front one of those things on wheels?” Monet asked Ever as they trotted after her.

      “I don’t think weakening her spirit is realistic,” Ever stated, slightly breathless.

      “True. I’ve been trying for almost a hundred years,” Monet said, slowing as they approached Azure, who had halted, her back stiff.

      “You have to let him go,” Azure stated, her voice an urgent whisper.

      The clatter of leaves filled the air, and then a strange wind swept through the forest. Ever, Monet, and Gillian arrived at Azure’s side to find what she was gaping at. A rogue dryad, as beautiful and mysterious as any in Scenic, stood over Frederick. The young emperor lay on the ground, propped up on his elbows, his eyes wide with fear. “I found him outside the borders of the Land of Terran,” the rogue dryad said.

      “We made a deal with Payne Springs. No one gets turned into a statue except Phillip, unless they ignore the warning,” Azure said.

      “That deal is dependent on you healing the forest and taking down the wards on Terran, and so far that hasn’t happened,” the rogue dryad said, her branch-like hair swaying in the wind.

      “That’s what I’m trying to do, but there’s much forest to repair. It could take a while,” Azure said, her tone frantic.

      “Yes, you see what they’ve done to the forest. Someone should pay. My sisters will be appeased if someone pays,” the rogue dryad said, pointing down at Frederick. He flicked his nervous eyes to Azure, seeming to beg with that one look.

      “He wasn’t the one who did this. Would he be out here if he was?” she asked.

      “It was Phillip,” Frederick sputtered. “He set me up.”

      “I do not care for human matters. Someone needs to pay for the forest,” the rogue dryad stated, her hand hovering over Frederick.

      “I can help,” the young man stated, flinching as he did.

      “What did you say?” the rogue dryad asked.

      “I can help the queen to heal the forest. My father—our father—taught me how.”

      “Richard taught you?” Azure asked in disbelief. Why hadn’t her father mentioned it? Not that there had been a real opportunity…

      “Yes, but it was a secret. No one would have approved of such a thing, especially with the Consumer Party saying our job was to take, not restore. However, I can pull from the soil to heal the trees. I can pull from the sun. Father taught me how to utilize that kind of power, although most humans don’t know it is available to them,” Frederick said.

      “No, they go after the accessible energy in plants and trees,” Azure said, nodding.

      “This actually sounds more like witchcraft than human magic,” Gillian stated, musing on the idea.

      “Aren’t we all the same at the end of day? Isn’t our magic the same force, however it comes to us?” Frederick asked, his eyes reminding Azure of Richard’s. They both had the same blond hair and build.

      Azure nodded to her brother and turned her attention to the rogue dryad. “Will you please let him go? I could use his help to restore the forest.”

      “Your agreement will start after you complete your end of the bargain, not before,” the rogue dryad argued, her eyes sharp with hostility.

      “Then turn him into a statue and I’ll have him released when I do what I said I would. However, without his help I might not be successful. And if I’m not, we all lose. The forest doesn’t get restored, Phillip continues to pollute, and those in the statue garden remain petrified.” Azure’s soul stone shone blue, the glow intensifying from the great emotion overflowing from her.

      The rogue dryad considered her for a long moment before taking a step back. “You have limited time. My sisters wait in the shadows. I’ll be with them, but if you’re unsuccessful, then your life as well, as this human’s, is in peril.”

      The rogue dryad took another step backward and disappeared.

      “Man, those gals are bit—”

      “Shut it, Monet,” Azure said, cutting him off.
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      Azure extended a hand to Frederick. He eyed it, his gaze uncertain.

      “She just saved your life. Don’t look at her like she’s an untrustworthy human,” Monet stated, shaking his head.

      Frederick stood, not accepting Azure’s help. “I appreciate it. I really do. It’s just that I’ve been imprisoned by my uncle for…well, I don’t know how long.” Frederick swung his hand, indicating the small brick room where the door was still ajar.

      Ever went forward and poked his head through the door. “The Duke kept you in here?”

      Frederick nodded, wiping the dirt from his face.

      “Did you oppose him on something?” Azure asked.

      “Just about everything. And I don’t think he had any other options for dealing with me once I formally became Emperor. Unlike my father, I actually want to rule Terran,” Frederick said.

      “That would be a problem for a power-hungry wannabe dictator.” Monet pulled a canteen from his robe and unscrewed the lid to take a drink, but then changed his mind. “Here. You’re probably thirsty.”

      Frederick didn’t hesitate, reaching for the canteen and throwing it to his mouth. He spit out the liquid, almost choking on it. “That’s liquor!” he yelled.

      “Bourbon, to be exact. It’s my traveling drink of choice lately,” Monet said, grabbing the canteen from Frederick and taking a long sip.

      “You’ll have to excuse my reckless friend. The first thing he’d want if freed from a prison would be a stiff drink.” Azure handed Frederick her own canteen. “This is water. I promise.”

      “Thank you,” he said, taking the bottle and pressing it to his mouth.

      “You broke out of this jail?” Ever asked.

      “He was released,” Gillian cut in.

      “Damn, you’re a crafty little guy. How do you know that?” Monet asked, taking another long drink.

      Gillian buttoned his bottom lip onto his top and said no more.

      “It’s true. I was released. And Phillip left this note.” Frederick stared around, looking for the parchment. However, all he found was a small bit of ash. “The note—it’s gone.”

      “What did it say?” Azure asked.

      “It said that he’d built a golf course and I would have to pay the sacrifice to the rogue dryads,” Frederick replied, still trying to locate the note.

      “Oh, well, then he wouldn’t want that sticking around as evidence. It must have been charmed to burn once read,” Ever stated.

      “What’s a golf course?” Monet asked, draining the rest of his canteen and then peering with one eye into it, remorse on his face.

      “We should probably back up a bit and have a formal introduction,” Azure said, extending a hand to her brother. “I’m Queen Azure of Virgo. I mean you no harm, if you truly want to help us. I’m here to help the rogue dryads apprehend Phillip and any other humans who refuse to preserve the Dark forest from here on out.”

      Frederick’s eyes flicked between Azure’s outstretched hand and her blue eyes. Finally he took the hand and shook it lightly. “I’m Frederick, Emperor of Terran, and yes, I have every intention of honoring my promise. My father—I mean, our father—privately taught me sustainable magic practices, ones that were discouraged by the Consumer Party.”

      “But why? What is Phillip’s greedy deal?” Azure asked.

      “He’s impatient. Taking only a little bit of magic, as we do when drawing from the elements, won’t produce shiny buildings and make broken televisions come to life. He wants an empire that’s like Earth, and he thinks that the forest should be mowed down so he can build that.” Frederick shook his head and ran his hands through his hair. “He’s more out of control than ever before. There’s no reasoning with him, and many in Terran follow his rule. They want to consume without discretion. They want what they want, without concern for what it does to Oriceran.”

      “When the rogue dryads make their decree, they’ll be punished if they go against it,” Azure said.

      “They’ll be statues then, won’t they?” Frederick asked.

      “Yes, that was the deal we made. And we will be taking down the wards on the border wall to allow the rogue dryads into Terran.”

      A sober look crossed Frederick’s face. “This sounds like war.”

      “It’s overdue.” Azure gripped the staff tighter in her fingers. “Now we have to get to work. It's time for us to heal the forest.” The group stared at the blackened trees and ash-filled soil. The devastation stretched for as far as they could see, and circled the Land of Terran, and in other places the Dark Forest had been damaged by humans, Elves, or some other magical species. All were guilty of hurting the forest, and their damage had to be fixed.

      “Join hands,” Azure said, taking a step forward and holding the staff vertical.

      At Azure’s back, the four men joined hands.

      “Elfie, you’ve got sweaty palms,” Monet remarked.

      “Focus,” Azure ordered. “I’ll need to draw from your energy for this to work.” She lifted the staff high in the air and began chanting, growing breathless almost at once.

      “Omnibus partibus silvae opacae, juncturam suam. Stratum operi sicut moles deterrere potuerint quin cum magica nos de potestate virgam, elementa in utraque potentia unum. Hoc remedio eget justo in saltu singula pandit. Permanet sanitas usque cicatricem amet nostris.”

      Azure’s eyes rolled back in her head as a bold wind swept across the plains, scattering dirt into their faces. The orb on the staff glowed bright purple and white smoke spun like a tornado in the center. Her hand shook as she held the staff over her head and sweat poured down her brow, but she continued to chant, repeating her words.

      Black clouds swept in, hovering close to the ground. The land in front of them took on an ominous greenish tone. Something knocked on the inside of Azure’s chest. Monet began chanting in unison with her, lacing his own magic into the words. The power of the other three men flowed straight into the staff, imbuing it with almost more energy than it could hold.

      Thinking her arm would break from the weight of the staff, Azure brought it down with a sharp movement and stabbed it into the ground. “Permanet sanitas usque cicatricem amet nostris,” she yelled to the forest.

      Lightning splintered the sky overhead, and the ground under their feet shook. Cracked. Azure stumbled back several feet, ramming hard into Monet, who tried to catch her but tumbled backward, losing his balance.

      Rain pelted Azure in the face. Wind swept past her ears with a deafening high-pitched whistle. She turned her head to the side, seeing the men’s bodies lying flat on the forest floor beside her. Her eyes fluttered and then fell shut, sleep taking her against her strongest desires.
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      Something slapped Azure’s face, and she opened one eye to find Monet crouched over her.

      “Oh good, you’re not dead,” Monet remarked, slouching next to her. Rain still pelted them, although it was slowing to more of a mist.

      “Did you slap me?” Azure asked, pushing up to a sitting position. Her hand cupped her cheek, which stung.

      “Yeah. How else was I supposed to wake you up?” Monet asked, twisting around. “Do you want to slap Ever, or shall I?’

      Behind Monet lay Ever, Gillian, and Frederick. “They passed out too?” Azure asked.

      “We all did,” Monet said, rubbing his head. “And damn that spell gave me a hangover.”

      Azure stared at the darkened land. It was either a blur of blacks and grays, or her eyes were momentarily broken. “Have you considered that it’s a real hangover from that bourbon you slammed?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. If you’ll notice, I’m actually awake while these others are napping,” Monet said, bending over Ever and nudging him with his foot.

      The Light Elf stirred, pushing Monet’s foot away. He rolled over on his side and pushed up, bewilderment covering his face as he stared around. He wiped the dirt off his face and shook his head.

      “Head hurts like a bitch, doesn’t it?” Monet asked, peering down at him.

      “To say the very least,” Ever said, taking the hand Monet offered him.

      “What about the other two? Are they going to be okay?” Azure asked.

      Ever leaned down and touched his hand to Gillian’s pulse, and then did the same to Frederick. “They should be fine. Maybe just expended more energy than they had. I think we all did.”

      “The question is, was it worth it?” Monet asked, staring at the forest around them. It hadn’t changed, from the looks of it, but the dark and the rain hid much.

      Azure’s hand paused a few inches from the staff, which still glowed brightly. Finally she closed her fingers around the shaft and lifted it high into the air. A sharp thundering sound echoed overhead. The ground shook, again almost throwing her backward. Monet caught her, and they both stayed standing. They shielded their faces from a bright light that shot across the sky, bathing them in a warm glow. A deafening hum spread through the forest. It carried on for a long moment, making all three keep their heads down and covered. As quickly as it had started, the sound ended. The light dimmed. The ground stopped vibrating.

      No one uncovered their head until the sound of beating wings filled the air. Afraid they were about to be attacked by a harpy, Azure tore her gaze up. But what she found wasn’t something that filled her with dread—quite the opposite. Stretching out in all directions was the fertile soil of an ancient forest. Luscious green ferns and plants of a hundred varieties were scattered around the trunks of large trees. The canopy was full of leaves. Birds hopped amid branches, and squirrels dived from tree to tree.

      The dense forest had returned, a quiet expanse.

      “Fucking awesome!” Monet shouted, throwing his fist in the air.

      “We did it,” Azure said in disbelief, her voice hushed.

      “You did do it,” a voice said in the distance. Ever and Monet pressed close to the queen, their stance protective.

      Vines slipped out from behind a tree and then the figure attached to them materialized. A moment prior, Payne Springs had been camouflaged as a part of the forest. Now the dryad stood in her leaf-strewn dress, her slanted eyes studying the three.

      “Is the forest healed throughout?” Azure asked.

      “As far as I can tell. What you’ve done and sacrificed for this is enough,” the rogue dryad said. “I’ll honor my end of the deal. Currently my sisters are freeing those in the statue garden. We hope that it is never so full again with wrongdoers to the forest.”

      Ever’s back stiffened and his jaw clenched. However, he kept his focus on Payne Springs.

      “Thank you. And Terran? You’ll enter the land with me?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, and we will offer the humans redemption, but we won’t be lenient to those who refuse to change or to give back that which belongs to the forest. From now on they must not abuse the forest, or they will pay—no second chances.” Payne Springs lifted her head, her vine hair waving in the wind.

      “That’s fair. We hope it won’t come to that,” Azure said.

      Payne Springs turned to face the border to the Land of Terran. Around her, more rogue dryads materialized. “We are ready, Queen Azure. Please take down the wards, and we shall enter the Land by your side.”

      Azure held the staff up a few inches, but Ever placed a soft hand on her shoulder. “No. If you use your magic and the magic in the staff, you’ll be depleted. You might need that magic later, or you could use it to heal the Virgoans, like Seraphina said.”

      “What else am I supposed to do?” Azure asked.

      “Let me do it,” Ever said.

      Azure regarded him for a long moment. He hadn’t rushed off to the statue garden as she’d expected. He was staying with her, helping her. Finally she nodded. “It’s going to take a considerable force to take down the wards for the rogue dryads to enter.”

      “Yes, especially because those wards were created specifically to keep them out.” Ever nodded. “Don’t worry.”

      “The entrance is around this bend, Queen. We should go there now and be ready to enter in case your friend can’t keep their wards down long,” Payne Springs said.

      Azure gave Ever a measured stare before turning her attention to Gillian and Frederick, who were still on the ground. “You’ll be okay?” she asked her brother.

      “Yes, I’ll be fine. I’ll be here when you’re done,” he said.

      She gave him one last look before turning for the entrance to the Land of Terran.
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      Azure marched around the perimeter of the brick wall of the Land of Terran, holding her staff in front of her. The object strangely felt as comfortable as her wand, although tying her hair up with the staff was going to be a bit more difficult. She’d have to take a hair-growth potion. The hem of her blue robes caught on the fresh plants that now grew on the path—it was hard to believe that moments ago the ground had been barren, scorched from overuse. But never again!

      Azure held her chin high as they rounded the bend where the guard station stood at the front gates. A uniformed guard sat in the small enclosed building, his head down. Azure lifted the staff and set her intention. The gates marked with “LoT” flew back, catching the attention of the guard. He dropped his magazine as he stood, his eyes growing wide as he stared at the sight before him. A witch queen holding a glowing staff, flanked by a wizard and a dozen rogue dryads, was a sobering sight.

      The guard fumbled with a walkie talkie on his belt, finally pulling it off and holding it up to his mouth.

      Monet flicked his wand at the guard, and the walkie talkie flew through the open window and smashed against the wall, breaking into bits.

      “You’re going to have to pick that up, or it will be considered littering,” Azure cautioned Monet in an undertone.

      “I’ll get it on my way out,” he commented.

      The guard nearly fell out of the small building, shaking his head adamantly.

      “You can’t go in there,” he said, his face screwed up in a rush of anger.

      “Of course I can. I’m the Queen of Virgo,” Azure stated confidently.

      “Well, they aren’t allowed in.” He lifted a shaking hand and pointed at the rogue dryads.

      “They weren’t allowed, but things have changed,” Azure stated, and strode forward. She paused on the threshold of the gates. “Are you ready?” she asked Monet.

      “Hell, yes! And I’ve got to take a piss, so let me know when you see a suitable place,” he said with a wink.

      “Yes, that will be my first priority,” Azure said, staring down the long manicured road that stretched before them. She cast a brief look at the rogue dryads. Payne Springs face radiated an intense focus. A wind passed over the dryads, bringing the smell of fresh cut grass and rustling pine needles.

      The queen of the rogue dryads stepped up next to Azure. “There is no going back once we enter. Are you ready for what could happen?”

      “The humans will be cooperative,” Azure assured her.

      “Humans, like all beings, are flawed and think only of themselves. Don’t be disappointed when they choose their own selfish gains over preservation,” Payne Springs said.

      “Your optimism blows me away, tree-lady,” Monet said, crossing his legs uncomfortably. “Can we get this over with? Gotta piss, remember.”

      Azure shook her head and took a step forward onto the even concrete. Beside her strode Payne Springs. Ever had done it—he’d taken down the wards. He was probably passed out now, snoozing off the magic overload with Frederick and Gillian.

      “What is that?” Payne Springs asked, pointing at the fake grass that ran along the side of the road.

      “Astroturf, according to Ever. It’s artificial grass,” Monet informed her.

      “What? Why?” she said, disgust written in her green eyes.

      “Well, no bugs, dirt, or maintenance. I mean, the forest is a dirty-ass place,” Monet complained. “Maybe after we restore order and save the day, you lot can devote your time to picking up leaves.”

      “Monet, if she turns you into a statue, I’m totally chopping off your hand and using it as a paper weight,” Azure said with a laugh.

      “Man, you’re a sicko. And don’t even pretend—I know exactly what you’d do with a statue of me,” Monet teased.

      “Oh, dear Merlin. I just threw up in my mouth,” Azure said.

      This part of Terran was deserted, but small cars and bikes drove through an intersection ahead, cutting off pedestrians trying to cross. They held up fists and yelled curse words at the drivers.

      “Hey, do you think this Dairy Queen lady will have a bathroom I can use?” Monet asked, pointing at a sign that stood outside of a red and white building. A picture of an ice cream treat filled the front window.

      “I don’t think a queen lives there, nor do I think the place across from it is the home of a king,” Azure said, pointing to the restaurant named ‘Burger King.’

      Several residents paused when Azure and the gang of rogue dryads came into view. Their faces filled with alarm before they retreated inside the air conditioned shops or fled down the street. A row of tract houses sat on the eastern ridge, and beyond them a great commotion could be heard. The sound of an amplified voice rang through the air.

      “Come this way.” Azure yanked Monet in the direction of the noise.

      “So, no popping into a shop then?” he asked, his voice full of amusement.

      “The new development would be over here. This must be where they built that golf thing, whatever it is,” Azure said, picking up her pace. She was so close. If she stopped the people of Terran, made them better, everyone would benefit. And then they’d free the statues and her people would… Well, her people would still be suffering from a deadly virus, but she’d figure that out. Maybe those of Terran could help.

      Ahead, a crowd of people sat before a large stage. It seemed to Azure that the humans were always having conferences and ceremonies, thinking of the Mount Crushmore ceremony. On the stage the Duke of Terran was holding a large pair of scissors. Azure halted, watching from a distance, trying to decide the best way to proceed before they were spotted. That wouldn’t take long. Women dressed in leaves with tree branches for hair kind of stuck out in this starched land of ties and pencil skirts.

      “A great leader on Earth,” Phillip said into a microphone, his voice booming over the speakers, “was acknowledged for his perseverance and ingenuity. Caesar Salad once said, ‘I came, I saw, I consumed. Truer words have hardly ever been spoken. It is our birthright as humans to take that which we deserve. To enjoy the vegetables of our labor. I’m speaking figuratively, of course. But my point is that I, as your emperor’s Regent, have gone to extreme lengths to once again give you something you desire. When I learned of the magnificence of a golf course on Earth, I put myself at great risk to have one built for you. I know that Emperor Frederick would have loved to have been here to share in this occasion, but he was detained in the Dark Forest.

      “It is my honor, on behalf of the emperor, the Consumer Party, and the royal house of Terran, to present to you the Lion Woods Golf Course.” Phillip clipped the ribbon stretched in front of him, and a moment later the blue curtain behind him dropped to the ground. Behind it could be seen an expansive lawn, devoid of trees and punctuated by sand dunes. The grassy plain rolled backward until it met the brick wall in the distance.

      Clapping filled the air and the humans of Terran bolted to their feet, excitedly talking to their neighbors.

      “What have they done?” Payne Springs said in an angry whisper.

      “It looks as though they’ve created a treeless forest,” Monet said, opening his mouth to say something else but yelping in pain when Azure elbowed him in the side.

      The sound caught the attention of the Duke, and he narrowed his eyes in Azure’s direction. Knowing time was of the essence, Azure started forward, feeling the force of the rogue dryads rippling behind her like a curtain in the wind.

      “What are you…they doing here?” Phillip asked, his voice filled with disgust. His dark eyes narrowed with disbelief. As usual, he wore his long brown trench coat and a snarl that matched the edge in his tone.

      The crowd turned, the faces of the humans constricting with panic at the sight of the rogue dryads. “A witch,” “The dryads,” “That’s Emperor Richard’s daughter,” various voices in the crowd whispered frantically.

      “We are here to put a stop to your consumption of the Dark Forest.” Azure stood several feet from the crowd, her eyes scanning their faces. “We don’t want trouble, but we will cause it if you don’t comply.”

      “Comply?” Phillip laughed loudly. “What are your demands?”

      “You must stop harming the forest. There are sustainable practices to draw energy that you can teach the humans of Terran. Emperor Frederick knows these methods. And those who don’t comply—”

      “Emperor Frederick is missing,” Phillip said, shaking his head as if Azure were a dumb child who misunderstood.

      “Emperor Frederick was assaulted and imprisoned by you,” Azure accused.

      “How dare you? You broke through our borders, and now you’re making accusations,” Phillip said. He’d backed up several feet and now stood on the far side of the stage. The crowd swiveled back to Azure, awaiting her reply.

      “Yes, I’m accusing you of trying to murder the emperor, as well as successfully murdering Charmsgood, our Potions Master in Virgo. And for these crimes, the rogue dryads have promised to deliver your punishment,” Azure said, her voice clear and loud.

      “Your threats won’t work on me!” Phillip yelled and flicked his eyes behind the group. “Now!”

      A net flew up and around Azure, Monet, and the rogue dryads. It cinched them in tightly to one another, pulling them down to the concrete. Azure held the staff out and muttered a single incantation, making the net flicker, but it didn’t disappear. It had been enchanted against her magic, similar to the nets the humans had set as traps in the Dark Forest. Remembering what she had done when she freed Buzz Buzz, Azure muttered a different, more powerful incantation and the nets disappeared.

      Azure and Monet popped up again, their eyes focusing on the guards who had encircled them. They held some strange metal objects that Azure had never seen. The rogue dryads leaned forward, their viny hair seeming to come alive as their eyes turned fiery red.

      “Stand down, men, or you will pay,” Payne Springs said, holding her hand up at the men in front of her.

      “You thought you could intimidate us by turning us to stone, but you women aren’t so powerful when staring at a barrel of a gun, are you?” Phillip said with a cold laugh.

      “Stop this! Someone is going to get hurt!” Azure yelled.

      “You’re the one who trespassed into the Land of Terran. Twice, I’ll remind you. Whatever happens next will be your fault,” Phillip exclaimed, appearing too proud and standing smugly on the stage.

      “We are trying to help you!” Azure screamed, her heart pounding loudly as she stared at the armed men, their eyes nervously scanning the rogue dryads.

      “Take the rogue dryads and this vermin to the exit. We will be reinforcing the border’s security immediately,” Phillip said smugly.

      “You will have no more borders,” Azure yelled and pointed the staff at the wall closest to the golf course. The bricks exploded, leaving a gaping hole in the newly constructed wall. The expenditure of power drained Azure, but she kept her arm raised proudly.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Phillip said as a dozen more rogue dryads spilled through the opening. The humans in the audience, who had been watching the exchange with mild interest, tore from their seats and sprinted to the tract homes on the ridge.

      “I’m stopping you, that’s what I’m doing. This has gone too far,” Azure stated.

      “Men, fire at will!” Phillip ordered. He jumped off the far side of the stage and disappeared onto the golf course.

      In slow motion, Azure spun around. The guards aimed the weapons and there were clicks as they cocked them. “No!” Azure yelled, just as the triggers of several guns were pulled.
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      Smoke filled the air, blanketing the rogue dryads. When it cleared, the guards had all dropped their guns. Monet stood victoriously staring at the uniformed guards, waving his wand at each one as if tempting them.

      “Have I mentioned that I have to fucking pee? Can we get this whole drama thing over with?” Monet asked, sounding bored.

      A guard standing closest to Monet froze, his fingertips turning to stone. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. The stone crept over his skin, covered his arms and chest, and then spread up and down, turning him into a statue.

      “What are you doing?” Azure asked, lunging at Payne Springs, who held her arm out at the guard. Her sisters all lifted their hands in unison, directing their powers at the rest of the guards, who had frozen in a similar fashion as the one who was now a statue.

      “I’m protecting my sisters,” Payne Springs stated, her voice full of venom.

      “We promised we wouldn’t hurt them if it could be avoided,” Azure said, watching more rogue dryads, who were still spilling through the hole she’d made, spreading around the city.

      “These men tried to shoot us, so we are defending ourselves. However, they don’t have to remain stone. You promised us the Duke. Bring him to us, and the truce will begin. Until then, the people of Terran will be punished,” Payne Springs said, holding her hand out at the city where humans ran for their lives.

      Azure stumbled backward. This was all about Phillip. He was the problem. And he had to be stopped.

      “Come on, Queeny, let’s go take down the baddie,” Monet said.

      “No, you stay here,” Azure said, backing up.

      “What? Hell, no. You don’t know what that man is capable of. He has guns, and who knows what else?” Monet shook his head at her furiously.

      “Yes, and he’s going to underestimate me if I’m alone, which is what I need. More importantly, I need you to keep order here,” Azure motioned to the rogue dryads, who were stalking toward the city streets. “Keep Payne Springs here. And I’m going to need backup, so look for my signal.”

      “What does that mean?” Monet asked, reaching for Azure as she angled backward.

      “The Duke has constructed the perfect hand, but he’s about to pull the fire penalty,” Azure said, referring to the card game ‘Elements’.

      Dawning understanding ran across Monet’s face. He nodded. Swallowed. Turned his back just as Azure ran for the golf course where Phillip had last been seen.
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        * * *

      

      Azure sprinted, the staff still in her hand. The golf course stretched out in all directions. What a strange game, that it would need such a huge piece of manicured land. She hastened forward, scanning the area to see where Phillip could be hiding. There were small trees, but nothing that could hide a man. The grass under her feet was slick, nearly making her slip, and she slowed down.

      “You’ve been a pain in my ass since I became Emperor,” Phillip said at her back.

      Azure froze, tightening her hand around the staff. She turned, expecting to find Phillip, but saw nothing except a cluster of trees.

      “You’re wondering where I am, aren’t you?” Phillip’s hollow voice echoed, seeming to come from everywhere.

      “What kind of game is this?” Azure asked, spinning again.

      “This is magic like you’ve never seen it. You’re so limited, you little filthy witch.” Phillip laughed so loudly that it hurt Azure’s ears.

      “That’s ‘Queen Witch’ to you,” Azure said, remembering Gillian’s advice about taking pride in her title. He’d beaten it into her with angry stares. “And you have never been Emperor, so I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I’ve been Emperor since your loser father took the crown. I am the rightful heir and have been acting in that capacity, but soon I’ll have the formal title.” Phillip’s voice filled the space, but Azure’s eyes couldn’t find him. How was he hiding in plain sight? That kind of magic was rare. Not even pulling from the elements would make something like that possible. However, there was one object a human could use to accomplish such a thing.

      “Show yourself, you fucking coward.” Azure heard something and turned in that direction.

      Phillip flickered and then took form, standing squarely in front of her only a few feet away. He clicked his tongue. “Who will take the crown when you die? The Vladar family will lose it, won’t they? Sad, really.”

      “I don’t plan on dying,” Azure said, scanning Phillip. His dark trench coat didn’t give anything away, but he had to be holding something of great power to have made himself invisible.

      “Well, the best laid plans of rats and men often go awry, I’ve heard,” Phillip said, his thin mouth showing a devilish smile.

      “That’s a ridiculous saying,” Azure said, trying to buy more time. And then in Phillip’s right hand she spied something. She didn’t actually see anything, but the clenched fist was the clue that he held onto an object. That made sense, because he’d need to have it close to him.

      “Why are you never happy unless you are overconsuming? Why force that indulgent and dangerous lifestyle on the humans of Terran?” Azure asked, sidestepping and trying not to trip on her robes. Her heart beat so hard she thought it might bruise the inside of her chest.

      A hollow laugh. “Do you know where I belong?”

      “I’ve heard of this place called Hell,” Azure said coldly.

      “Ha-ha. I’ve been on this stupid planet all my life. All my ancestors have. Zebadiah, my great-great-great-whatever,” Phillip waved off the “greats” with his hand, “decided to come over to Oriceran, and we’ve been trapped here ever since. My father understood it. I understood it. We’re locked on this planet with mutations like elves and witches. We belong on Earth. And no, I’m not going to limit my power by consuming less. Do you know that on Earth they have what they want all the time? There’s no resource rationing. They indulge, as we should.”

      “How do you know that?” Azure asked, stalling to try to find a plan. There were so many things that could go wrong. Everything was at stake.

      “I’ve seen evidence. On Earth, they enjoy their life.” Phillip ripped a page from his jacket pocket and thrust it into Azure’s face. “Do you see that? Those are their children. They play and laugh all the time.”

      Azure took the paper, noticing that Phillip’s other hand was still clutched tightly. On the piece of folded and faded paper were children wearing pajamas and throwing pillows at each other. A fake tree twinkled in the background, and cookies and milk sat on a nearby table. The caption on the advertisement read, “Every morning can be Christmas.”

      “This isn’t real. You’ve misconstrued. I’ve been to Earth, and people there are happy and sad and confused and strange,” Azure listed the emotions as the different memories filtered through her mind. “Earth isn’t better than Oriceran, just as humans aren’t better. We are all uniquely perfect. Don’t you see, you’re trying to create something that can’t exist? That doesn’t exist, even on Earth.”

      Phillip ground his teeth together, his eyes narrowing. “You’re wrong,” he hissed.

      “I’m not. But I’ll give you one last chance to change. Swear not to harm the forest and to leave the palace, relinquishing full control of the throne to Frederick. If you do this, I’ll allow you to go free,” Azure stated, taking a breath, her fingers clenched tightly around the staff that trembled in her hands. She felt the power pooling in the staff, but knew that it was almost drained. Soon the staff would be depleted and need to recharge.

      A chuckle devoid of humor spilled from Phillip’s lips. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You think you can intimidate me? Remember, I can become invisible.”

      “Oh, I remember,” Azure said, and pointed her staff at Phillip’s hand. “Adolebitque!”

      Phillip’s hand glowed red and he yanked it up to his face, disbelief covering his expression. His arm shook, and as if they had been cemented together and were breaking free, his fingers slowly opened. A round purple amethyst slipped from his palm and landed on the grass with a thud.

      “That belonged to Charmsgood,” Azure said, staring at the soul stone at Phillip’s feet.

      “I didn’t much think he needed it, since he was dead. I had the harpies retrieve it for me,” Phillip said, reaching down to pick it up with his other hand.

      Azure’s arm rocketed downward with the staff in her hand. She slammed the tip to the ground, forcing all its magic out in one swift bolt. The ground underneath their feet shook violently, but Azure stayed standing, the staff still pressing to the ground. Phillip flew backward, soaring several feet and landing on his backside. Azure leveled the staff out, and from the orb fireworks shot into the air, visible from miles away. She took a step forward, then knelt and scooped up Charmsgood’s soul stone, the very last thing that remained of the great Potions Master.

      “What you’ve done can’t be healed by a potion. You’ve killed. You’ve harmed my people. I’ve given you every chance, but now you’ll pay,” Azure said, lifting her chin to the sky that was darkening all around her. Rogue dryads flew in from every direction, dropping down around the Duke. They lifted their pointy fingers in the air and opened their mouths, which now resembled notches in the wood of a tree. The gentle rustling of the leaves in their hair grew loud and overpowering.

      “NO!” Phillip yelled, pushing himself backward on his rear end. He covered his white face with his shaking hands, tilting his head back and forth. His crazed eyes pleaded with the rogue dryads standing over him. “Please, no! Please!”

      The whistling of the wind overtook the space and all at once Phillip froze into a stone statue, his mouth open wide and his eyes frantic. For all of eternity the Duke of Terran would remain as this statue, a reminder to all that those who refused to respect the forest would pay the price.
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      Exhaustion took over and Azure fell to her hands and knees, the staff rolling to the side.

      “Oh no you don’t,” Monet said, scooping her up at once and helping her to her feet. “None of that drama-queen bullshit. I’ll have you know I’ve still gotta pee, but you don’t hear me complaining like a sissy.”

      Azure brought her chin around to look at him, an act that almost ended her. “You’re a true warrior.”

      “One who will go down in the history books for saving your ass time and again,” he said, setting her to her feet, her arm around his shoulder.

      “You saw my sparks?” she asked.

      “Yes, but can we talk about color choice later. Blue? Really?” he asked with a laugh.

      “Well, thanks for holding off until then. I had to know…”

      “You gave him a second and a third chance at the last moment, didn’t you?” Monet asked, his face suddenly serious even with a hint of scolding.

      “I had to,” Azure said.

      “Man, you’re a fucking softy. One day we’ll rule with an iron fist—some archaic shit where we torture and kill people for practically nothing,” Monet spouted.

      “Thank God you’ll never rule Virgo,” Ever said at their back.

      Azure spun around, her eyes wide with relief. “Ever! You’re okay?” She found the energy to stand on her own and threw her arms around the Light Elf. He pulled her in, his hands pressing tightly into her back.

      “I’m fine. Just like I said I would be,” he breathed into her hair.

      “Oh, Monet, how are you? You’re the reason we’re all alive and not riddled with gun holes. Would you like a hug, oh masterful wizard?” Monet sing-songed in a high-pitched voice.

      Azure pulled away from Ever and faced Monet. “That’s true. What you did back there… Well, it was kind of neat.”

      A laugh spilled out of Monet’s mouth. “Neat? I fucking saved the day! Like, you’d be dead and all those blasted tree-women too.”

      A wide smile spread across Azure’s face. She lifted her gaze to the rogue dryads encircling them, softly chanting in a language she didn’t know.

      Just in front of Phillip’s statue Payne Springs stood, her arms spread. Her slanted eyes found Azure and she pulled her chin down, her mouth closing. “You’re done, daughter of Emeri Vladar, Queen of the witches and wizards of Virgo. You fulfilled your mission, and the people of Terran are free to live without persecution unless they harm the forest again.”

      Azure nodded. Second chances. Everyone would be given a clean slate. She turned and stared deeply into Ever’s eyes. “Do you want to go…” she said, allowing the question to hang in the air.

      His smile was tender, reeking of his own relief. “Not yet. You still have business here in Terran, which means that I do too.” He lifted his hand and directed it to the other side of the enclosed circle of rogue dryads. They parted, and a blond-haired young man stepped forward.

      The bags under Frederick’s eyes were dark, but he was upright and moved with slow grace. Gillian stood in the distance, his chin down and a serious expression making his features appear flat.

      “Frederick, are you all right?” Azure asked.

      His gaze had landed squarely on the statue of Phillip, and his mouth was tight. “I know he deserved it…” Frederick’s voice trailed away.

      “But still, it’s hard to see our enemies suffer,” Azure said, completing his thoughts. “That’s because you’re a good person, and I daresay you’ll make a good emperor.”

      “But now that Phillip is gone and not here to influence the court, Father…”

      Azure shook her head at Frederick. “We both know that Richard doesn’t want to be Emperor. And we all know that you’re better suited for that role. I trust that under your rule, Terran will be a prosperous land which works to preserve balance.”

      “You trust rightly, my sister of Virgo,” Frederick said, his shoulders rising and drifting back, his chest angling high with pride.

      The sun glinted across the grassy lawn of the golf course, its final visible rays sparkling against the land.

      “It grows dark. May I offer you and your friends lodging and comfort for the night? Tomorrow I’ll be making important announcements to my people, and I’d appreciate your attendance,” Frederick said, extending a hand to Azure.

      The sun was about to set, and the journey home was a long one. They needed to rest. She reached out and took his hand. “Yes, thank you. But we will set out early. I intend for my party to visit the statue garden first thing, before returning to Virgo.” Azure turned back to catch the meaningful expression in Ever’s eyes. It spoke of the series of emotions he was processing, trying to come to terms with, while surrounded by so many.

      “It will take until then to revive the statues, Queen Azure, so no rush,” Payne Springs said. She was flanked by her sisters, her hands behind her back.

      “Very well,” Azure said, giving her one last look before allowing Frederick to lead her away. The rogue dryads, as they were known to do, disappeared quietly into the night.
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      The Palace couldn’t have been any more different than the House of Enchanted. Its white walls and polished surfaces were a stark contrast to the warm panels that covered the rooms in the House. Everything in the Palace was shiny and new, sometimes with the tag still on it. In contrast, the furnishings in the House were all older than Azure, and some were older than her mother.

      “Are you comfortable?” Frederick asked as he escorted Azure down a long corridor.

      “Yes, the room is great. And it beats sleeping in the Dark Forest, or in a bed built for a gnome,” Azure remarked.

      Frederick lifted one of his light eyebrows at her. “It sounds like you’ve had many adventures.”

      “Just recently. It was part of the demands of being queen,” she said, striding down the hallway and taking note of the strange paintings on the wall. They were filled with scenes from Earth. The White House, which was reminiscent of the Palace. Big Ben. The Leaning Tower of Pisa. The Bellagio Hotel.

      “I’m sorry for what Phillip did to you and your people,” Frederick said, real remorse in his voice.

      “I am too.” Azure paused, making the new emperor follow suit. “Do you know where to find the cure for the virus he used to infect Virgo?”

      Frederick pulled at the sleeve of his suit, a look of deep regret surfacing. “I’m sorry, I do not. I’ve been searching ever since I heard. Phillip worked in such secrecy that many of the things he did are still a mystery to me. However, I will continue to search far and wide, and I hope to have an answer for you soon.”

      Azure bit down on her lip. Nodded. “I appreciate that, but it might be too late by then. This strain of the virus appears to be faster-acting. I need to do something before it steals more than magic.

      “It appears that we both have much to do to repair our kingdoms after Phillip’s reign. It confounds me that one person could have corrupted so much,” Frederick said.

      “It is usually one person who changes the world or destroys it; that’s what my gran always says,” Azure mused, remembering the old woman’s voice and how it always made her smile.

      “Your gran, the queen mother?” Frederick asked.

      Azure nodded. “Yes. She’s currently presiding over the court for me, which means it’s all going to hell.”

      Frederick smiled, an expression that transformed his otherwise serious face. “And Father—he’s safe?”

      “I’d say so. He receives curious looks from my people, but he seems to take it well. Actually, you should know that I have asked him to be a member of my cabinet, and he’s agreed. Of course, now that things have changed, he might prefer to return home.”

      His smile transformed to a look of amusement. “Oh no, ‘advisor’ is a much better position for Father. And it will offer him the opportunity to travel, which I know he’s sorely desired. However, I should pay him a visit soon.”

      “You’ll always be welcome in Virgo, as all those from Terran will be.”

      “Thank you,” Frederick said, and extended his arm to her. “Shall we?”

      She nodded, taking his arm and allowing him to escort her into the dining room.

      He brought her into a large room with low lights and soft music. The long table in the middle was empty, which surprised Azure.

      Reading the expression on her face, Frederick said, “I’ve heard a rumor that the witches and wizards of Virgo eat vegetables.”

      “It’s true. We grow them for eating,” Azure stated, missing the farm and even Finnegan with his sour attitude.

      “And we grow them to leech their energy, something that I look forward to changing. I was hoping that you could advise me a bit on healthy practices that I can implement,” Frederick said.

      “Starting with not creating your food from sugar?” Azure asked, with a teasing smile. “Yes, I’d be happy to help.”

      “Thank you. I plan to get rid of the Consumer Party and replace it with an administration that advises residents on safe lifestyle habits.” Frederick’s eyes caught someone just over her shoulder.

      “How about the ‘FDA?’” Monet offered, coming up next to Azure and throwing an arm around her shoulder. “For ‘Food and Drink Administration.’ They can advise on the best liquors for the different seasons. Red wines and Dragon’s Hide whiskey in the winter. White wine and fairies’ golden nectar in the spring, etcetera.”

      “That’s an awful idea—”

      “I kind of like it,” Frederick said, cutting her off. “They can be responsible for testing the quality of the food and drinks distributed.” He slid his long fingers over his chin as he thought.

      “That’s right, because I’m a fucking genius. Queen Pain-in-the-Ass just doesn’t appreciate my brilliance.” Monet trotted off to the drinks station, which was stocked with various decanters.

      “To celebrate our new start, I had vegetables brought in, washed, and chopped up for our dinner tonight. The kitchen staff were completely perplexed by the order, but this is how change starts,” Frederick explained.

      “So we’re having salad?” Azure chirped.

      “Is that what it’s called?” Frederick asked. “Hmmm, I like the sound of that. ‘Salad.’”

      “Oh, fuck my life,” Monet said, throwing his head back and emptying his glass. “I save Terran and you feed me a fucking salad. What does a wizard have to do to get a bag of Cheetos?”

      “Cheetos? Is that what you want?” Frederick asked, sounding curious.

      “Yes, served by a busty wo—”

      “Shut up, Monet.” Azure cut him off.

      “I think we can round you up some Cheetos,” Frederick said proudly, nodding at a waiter who stood in the corner. He hurried off to a back room.

      “Will your other friends be joining us?” Frederick asked.

      Monet spewed gin several feet as he choked on a laugh. Even Azure released a small smile.

      “The gnome has been standing right beside you for the better part of a minute,” Monet said, shoving a finger of the hand holding the tumbler in Gillian’s direction.

      Frederick stared down and started in surprise. “Oh, so you have.” He knelt and offered him a hand. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      Gillian released a long furious breath, his nostrils flaring.

      “That is Gillian, and I believe you’ve already met Ever,” Azure said, covering the tension with a high-pitched cheery voice.

      The Light Elf had just entered, an amused expression on his face. He’d heard the exchange from the hallway.

      “Please, please. Have a seat. My home is yours,” Emperor Frederick said, waving his hand at the table. He was young, but was slipping into his role quite easily. An adjustment phase would follow, but Azure was certain that her brother would go on to be a fine leader, steering the people of Terran in the right direction.

      Several kitchen staff entered from the back of the room carrying bowls heaping with chopped lettuce, tomatoes, carrots, cucumbers, beans, bell peppers, and sprouts. They laid them on the table, then bowed themselves back out.

      “Thanks to Azure, you all have to eat rabbit food,” Monet said, taking a tray with a bowl of bright orange Cheetos on it from a waiter.

      Gillian gave him a disapproving look. “You’ll die before your two-hundredth birthday if you keep eating that.”

      “Oh look, the first bit of unsolicited advice the gnome has ever given me. You really do care about me, don’t you, Shorty?” Monet grabbed a handful of Cheetos and crammed them into his mouth.

      Paying him no notice, Gillian said, “I think that salad is the perfect meal after a long journey. It just needs something.” He dug around in his jacket pocket, various noises rumbling from the garment as he knocked his hand around. His face lit up with delight. “Here it is.” He withdrew a small thin bottle.

      “And what is that? A potion that makes vegetables taste good? Turns them into pizza? Makes you too drunk to care that you’re eating stuff caterpillars pooped on?” Monet asked.

      Gillian shook his head. “It’s salad dressing.”

      “Why the fuck do you have salad dressing in your pocket?” Monet asked.

      Gillian gave him a long look of irritation. “Who said I did?”

      “Oh, right. Silly me, for thinking that since you pulled that bottle from your pocket that it was in your jacket,” Monet said, his voice dripping with condescension.

      “That was strange of you.” Gillian poured a bit onto the vegetables on his plate before handing it down the table.

      “So who votes that we go barhopping? I for one would like to see what kind of shabby-chic places Terran has for the weary traveler. I’m sure I could impress some humans with my wand.” Monet licked his orange fingertips.

      “Not if the rumors around Virgo are true,” Azure said, hiding her grin behind her glass of wine. She took a long sip, feeling the alcohol go straight to her brain. Realizing she was starving, she dug straight into her salad, enjoying the buttery flavor the dressing imparted.

      “Oh, I see what you did there. Ha-ha,” Monet said, no real enthusiasm in his voice.

      “It’s really important that we leave as soon as the ceremony is over,” Azure said, her eyes on Ever, who was busy eating his salad and keeping his head down. He had the right expression on his face for the conversation, but his anxious feelings were bleeding through. Maybe she’d forgiven him without knowing it. That just proved that the heart had a capacity the mind couldn’t consider.

      “Is that your way of giving us a bedtime curfew?” Monet asked, pushing his Cheetos away.

      “That’s my way of saying that I’ll leave your ass behind if you oversleep,” Azure said.

      “That’s fine. Just leave me money for the toll. I’m so tired of having to give my own stuff to the Dark Forest. Damn greedy-ass forest, always taking from the hard-working man.” Monet stretched to a stand.

      “Why would you care if the forest took from a hardworking man?” Gillian said, polishing off the last bit of his salad.

      “Because I’m a…” Monet’s voice faded and a sly smile appeared on his face. “Oh, nice one. The gnome has jokes.”

      Azure burst into a laugh, but more surprising was that Frederick and Ever joined her, everyone at the table laughing at Monet’s expense. They all slowed their laughter and lifted their red faces, but as soon as they peered across the table at each other they doubled over laughing again.

      “What the hell has gotten into you lot?” Monet asked, and then understanding covered his face. “You are all acting drunk.”

      “I’m sure they’re not acting,” Gillian said, and slid off his chair. “The dressing was made from gnome’s mead.”

      Azure’s face went suddenly blank. Ever’s too. Frederick arranged his expression into something serious. And then they all slowly began to crack, laughter leaking through their eyes and then falling from their mouths.

      “Gnome’s mead? That incredibly powerful drink that made me drunk after a single sip in the statue garden?” Monet asked.

      “That would be the one,” Gillian said, striding for the exit.

      Monet released a smile, watching the three at the table continue to laugh for no reason at all. The gnome had known they all needed a break, and he’d figured out a way to give it to them. Monet rushed forward, ready to lick the salad bowl Gillian had left behind. Alas—it was empty.

      “Fucking gnomes,” he muttered.
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      Thanks to a dollop of salad dressing, Azure had a headache that felt like a dragon breathing fire in her head. Still, she was able to conjure herself a dress that would have made her gran proud. Fashion shouldn’t have been her greatest concern today, but she knew Gran would say that appearances were of supreme importance for a ceremony of this type. Azure had asked Frederick’s staff to deliver multiple dresses to her, from which she’d selected one and used her human magic on to create a gown that would impress his people.

      The long gown was a deep sapphire with a black velvet roses-and-vines design. The corseted bodice was framed by ruffles that started at the neckline and trailed off at the hips. It was the perfect mixture of the edgy appearance of witches from Virgo and the modern flare of humans from Terran. It was a mix of young and old. Embellished and simple. Rustic and refined.

      Her head was still beating like it contained a hundred drums when she exited her room. Maybe she should have been unsurprised to find Ever waiting for her outside her door. He wore slacks in the style of human dress, but a collarless button-up shirt that was much more in line with elfin wear.

      “Do you also want to shoot a certain gnome?” Azure asked through a small smile.

      Ever returned the smile, his eyes lingering on her dress for a moment. “I want nothing more than to tie him up by his ankles from the highest tree and leave him there until the rogue dryads launch a formal complaint.”

      “Oh, do you think we’ve graduated to such formalities?” Azure asked, easily breaking into the laughter reminiscent of the night before.

      “Who knows what the new normal will be.” Ever pushed his finger into his temple, laughing also, but not looking comfortable with it.

      “What? I can’t hear you!” Monet boomed, striding forward. He wore his normal mint-green robes, but they had been pressed and he looked refreshed from the long night of sleep.

      “Shhhh.” Azure clapped her hands to her ears, tilting her head away from the noise.

      “What did you say? Why be quiet?” Monet yelled again.

      “Oh, you’re a disgrace,” Azure said, shaking her head at him.

      “I think this is a first. The group gets drunk and leaves me longing for a bit of salad. What a fucking farce last night proved to be,” Monet said, aware his voice was several octaves too high.

      “See, that’s what you get for not eating your vegetables. You missed out,” Azure said, striding through the corridor and out into the courtyard. It had ample seating for those invited to the ceremony. The event would be broadcast across Terran and repeated for all those who missed it. This was considered a huge day in the humans’ history—an Independence Day, of sorts.

      Gillian didn’t at all appear remorseful when he joined them on the side of the stage away from the eyes of the crowd. He wore his usual brown suit and bowler hat, but also held a flask.

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit early to be drinking?” Azure asked him, trying to keep her voice down from the crowd taking their seats.

      “It’s not for me, Your Majesty. The best way to cure a night of indulgence is with a taste of that which ruined you.” Gillian held out the flask to her. “Just a sip should do.”

      “Seriously, she accidentally gets drunk and then gets offered sunrise alcohol? I’ve been trying to make day-drinking a thing forever,” Monet stammered, throwing himself down ungracefully into one of the seats at the back of the stage.

      Azure took a small sip of the gnome’s mead, which was warm and buttery. She passed it to Ever, who took it gratefully. “Thank you,” she said, handing it back to Gillian. “And I’ll be thinking twice before ever again consuming anything you pull from your pocket.”

      “Well, then prepare yourself to miss out,” Gillian said with a wink, taking the seat next to Monet.

      “And need I remind you, Queen Azure, that ‘ever’ is a long time,” Ever said, bowing to her slightly.

      “I didn’t get that joke the first time you told it, and now is no different,” Azure said.

      “It’s more of a play on words.” Ever left her with a smile as he took his seat.

      Azure turned her attention to Emperor Frederick, who stood beside the curtain next to the stairs. He motioned her down the stairs to where he stood. He wore a slimming suit with a single red rose tucked into the lapel.

      “Is everything all right?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, we’re just about to begin,” Frederick said, his eyes darting to the crowd, where humans wearing their finest took their seats. Their dress was a confusing mess to Azure. Large hats with fake birds perched on them. Tweed suits, overalls, miniskirts, and tidy shirts. It was a mismatch of fashion. No one was wearing anything that reflected their personalities, but rather reflected what they thought was popular or had been popular on Earth.

      “I’ll go ahead and take my seat.” Azure pointed in the direction of where her cabinet members were seated on the stage.

      Frederick shook his head, starting to reach for Azure, but pausing. “Actually, they’re going to announce me in just a moment. I was hoping… Well, I don’t know if this is a good idea, but I’d like to make a show of solidarity. I want my people to know the truth from the beginning.”

      Azure studied the young man before her. He reminded her of her father, but strangely he also reminded her of herself. They shared similar mannerisms. And they shared a courage she’d felt in her heart all her life. “You’d like us to walk onto the stage together when you’re introduced?”

      He nodded, his eyes heavy. “Terran has lost so much. I want them to know they are gaining a partnership. A new life.” His eyes brimmed with light as he stepped back, staring at her. “You, Queen Azure, embody that. They will simply marvel when they see you.”

      Azure nodded, not sure what else to say.

      “Thank you all for joining us at the Royal Palace today,” a voice boomed over the speaker.

      Azure suddenly tensed, remembering that she had learned who her father was at a similar event—a press conference. Then she’d been a trespasser. A criminal. How things had shifted.

      “It is my honor to introduce the emperor of Terran, Emperor Frederick,” the announcer thundered.

      Frederick led Azure through the curtains onto the open stage. Everyone in the crowd stood, clapping. However, they paused almost in unison when the Queen of Virgo came into full view. Women clasped their hands to their mouths. Men stared, their hands remaining inches apart in mid-clap. A beat later, everyone continued their applause.

      Frederick stepped up to the podium, Azure at his side, and patiently waited for the applause to die away. “Some of you know that changes took place in Terran yesterday. Some of you don’t know that change has been brewing here for a long time. My father, Emperor Richard, was cast from the throne and imprisoned because of the simple fact that he had a child who is half witch.” Frederick’s eyes flicked to Azure, who continued to stand at his side although it was growing more awkward.

      “The laws in our books are outdated. The Consumer Party has for a long time told you, the people of Terran, what to think. However, I’m not here to do that today. I’m not here to rule over you. To tell you, as the Duke has done, how you should live your life. Instead, today I’m here to offer you what any government should: the support to live your life to the fullest.”

      Applause rang out from every corner of the audience. Those gathered around the perimeter blanched with excitement; guards, staff, small children trying to gain a look.

      “I’m sorry to inform you that the Duke has been leading you into unhealthy practices. I’m not sorry to tell you that he’s been punished by the rogue dryads for this offense. You see, we’ve overconsumed for too long. We’ve taken. We’ve impersonated Earthlings. We’ve done everything but to give back to Oriceran, the planet we are from. The rogue dryads have sworn to forgive all injustices in the past. That means that you can travel outside our borders without fear of being harmed. However, you can never again deplete the forest the way we’ve done until now. Our practices must be sustainable. And what we produce should be wholesome, feeding our hearts, bodies, and minds. This is our second chance, and I know without a shadow of a doubt that we, the people of Terran, will make the most of it.”

      Applause drowned out the emperor’s next words. He smiled, enjoying the relieved smiles that had sprung to the faces in the crowd. These people had known they were stuck modeling a planet they’d never been to. And the toll of taking from Oriceran had silently weighed on their hearts, even if the Consumer Party told them otherwise, because humans and creatures of all types innately know what’s best at their core.

      “Thank you, thank you,” Emperor Frederick said, trying to quiet the applause. Many of the faces were streaked with tears, a sight never before seen at a ceremony in Terran. “This second chance, this new evolution, it isn’t because of anything I’ve done. It’s because of the one thing we thought was a mistake. We’ve closed ourselves off for so long. Our borders have been warded, and our hearts were full of prejudice. But do you know who saved us, even when we did unspeakable things to them?” Frederick turned and laid his blue eyes on his sister, a tender smile on his face. He laced his fingers into Azure’s hand and held it up into the air.

      “This is Queen Azure of Virgo, daughter of Emeri and Richard, and my sister. She is the reason I stand before you today, able and willing to offer you my entire life in service. She’s the reason we have a second chance to make Terran what it always could have been. She’s the reason we’re free to be humans on the beautiful planet of Oriceran rather than Earthlings who will destroy this planet. Please join me in celebration, for we have much to be grateful for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure had changed back into her hiking gear for the trek across the Dark Forest. It had been strange to hurry away after the ceremony, when so many positive emotions had been created and stirred. Still, she knew that they had many more to save.

      Pulling a gold coin from her pocket, Azure dropped it to the forest floor as she stepped into the Dark Forest, paying her toll for passing.

      “How is this not littering?” Monet asked, dropping his own coin.

      “It’s science; you wouldn’t understand,” Ever said, closing his eyes and sending out a beam of light from his fingertips.

      “Is that your form of payment?” Monet asked, his voice disapproving.

      “The forest asks travelers to offer something of themselves as a toll. It doesn’t have to be monetary,” Ever explained.

      “Oh, don’t I know. The first time, this blasted forest took a bag of Cheetos.” Monet threw a kick into a patch of vines, which wrapped around his foot and laced their way up his leg. “Ack!” he screamed, falling on his backside.

      Azure laughed as she pointed her wand at Monet, who was flailing back and forth, fighting with the vines. “Be still, would you?” A beam of magic sprang from her wand and shot through the air, zapping the vines and making them retreat.

      “Queen Azure, have you considered how you’ll heal the people of Virgo of the virus?” Gillian asked as they hiked.

      The question had been constantly running through Azure’s mind. She knew that, as Queen, the responsibility for a solution fell on her, but it didn’t mean that it didn’t feel like an unjust weight. How was one witch supposed to find the cure for so many? But that was why she was Queen, wasn’t it?

      “The staff is supposed to have sufficient power, under the right circumstances,” Azure said, holding it in her hand.

      “And those circumstances are?” Gillian asked, his voice oozing with doubt.

      “They aren’t even close to right. The staff is completely depleted. I don’t know, it could take another hundred years for it to have enough magic to cure Virgo,” Azure declared, full of defeat.

      “Well, that doesn’t mean you can’t still try,” Gillian stated.

      “If any of you have a solution, I’m completely open to ideas,” Azure said. A shadow danced through the trees as they hiked, cascading through the sunrays that penetrated the branches. Azure paused and studied the darkened trees.

      “What is it?” Ever asked, at her shoulder.

      “I just have this feeling that we’re being followed,” Azure said, staring at the wavering lights and dark shadows.

      “Of course we are,” Ever stated, as if that had been a silly observation. He tugged on Azure’s arm, anxious to keep making progress through the forest.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Azure asked, glaring over her shoulder at the figures who lurked but couldn’t be seen.

      “The rogue dryads, along with many other tribes of dryads, preside over the Dark Forest. It is their territory, and all that walk within it answer to them. That was why the humans were in such trouble—they didn’t comply with their laws. However, you’ve served the rogue dryads, and are therefore under their protection.” Ever spoke quietly and Monet leaned in closer to hear him.

      “Oh, so those’re the dryads?” Azure asked, pointing over her shoulder at another shadow that fled as soon as she turned to look at it.

      “Yes, but they’ve always been there. You’ve just never been able to see them in this form. Now you know them as they are, and can therefore see them when they try to hide,” Ever explained.

      “Did you learn that from the Book of Branches—which you stole?” Monet accused.

      Ever’s eyes twitched to the side. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “So, because I’ve seen the rogue dryads and know them on a personal level, for all of time I’ll see them ducking through the forest?” Azure asked.

      “As they’ve always been,” Ever said with a poetic smile.

      “I kind of like that,” Azure said, raising her shoulders and nuzzling into her blue robes.

      “And yes, I think they are guarding us from any traps or creatures that would normally cause us problems in the Dark Forest. I mean, it’s rare for anyone to make it this far without being attacked by something,” Ever stated.

      “Speak for yourself, Light Elf,” Gillian huffed.

      Ever grinned broadly. “I meant, ‘anyone besides the noble gnomes.’”

      The shuffling sounds in the shadows grew louder. Ahead, sunlight shone through the dark of the forest. Ever sped up, his eyes widening. Azure broke into a run beside him, her heart suddenly full of adrenalin. The shadows transformed until they had eyes and brown skin, and their vine-like hair flowed as they swept across the forest floor.

      “The statue garden?” Azure asked Ever.

      “Yes, that’s it up ahead.” There was a strange excitement that she’d never heard in his voice.

      “Payne Springs said that awakening the statues could take some time,” Azure reminded him, nearly out of breath from running. The others hadn’t exerted themselves to run, and were now a good stretch behind them.

      Ever halted suddenly, clamping his hand around Azure’s wrist and pulling her to a stop next to him. There was an urgent excitement in his eyes as he ran them over her face. “Whether my father is unfrozen in the next few minutes or the next few hours, it’s all because of you.”

      “No, Ever, that’s not true. I—”

      Ever held up his hand, silencing her. “You could have refused my help when I popped out of the trees the time you found Charmsgood’s body. Or you could have refused me entry into Virgo. And you didn’t have to invite me to be a cabinet member, but you did. You’ve trusted me and given me more responsibility than I deserve. But more than that, after I betrayed you and stole the Book of Branches, you helped me by negotiating this deal with the rogue dryads. You could have just asked them to invade Terran with you, but you went the extra mile.” Ever’s gaze fell to the ground, awe written in his eyes as if he finally understood something of great importance. “You could have given up on me. Turned your back on me. Everyone would have understood; you had good reason to. And yet you continue to save your people, as well as those not even connected to you. You continued to try and save me after I wronged you.”

      Azure realized that Ever’s hand was still clenched around her wrist. She slipped her hand around and grabbed both of his. “Ever, we are all connected. I can only save my people by saving others on Oriceran. Saving your father and the rest in the statue garden was just as important as freeing the folks in Terran or curing the sick in Virgo. When we only look out for ourselves, we lose sight of why we are all here. It is not to live peacefully alone, but rather to live lovingly together.”

      A tender smile transformed Ever’s face, making him more handsome than ever before. There was something about vulnerability that created attraction. “Queen Azure, you stole my heart long ago, but now I do believe you own it.” He bowed low to her.

      Blushing, Azure reached out and encouraged him to get up. “Would you stop that before you give yourself a backache? Go and find your father, already.”

      He rose and nodded minutely at her. “I just wanted… Well, this was my strange way of saying thank you.”

      Azure didn’t say a word, only watched as Ever disappeared through a cluster of trees. The statue garden’s clearing stood on the other side, where much rustling could be heard.

      “That didn’t look awkward at all,” Monet said, draping his arm on Azure’s shoulder, making her sag from his weight.

      She shrugged him off. “He was just having a moment of gratitude. I realize that you have no idea what that would be like.”

      “Grat-i-what?” Monet said with a mock look of confusion. “And I’m sure in true Azure fashion you brushed it off, because you’re horrid at taking compliments or the like.”

      “That’s why I keep you around. You keep me—” Azure stopped short, her mouth falling open as several figures broke through the tree cover ahead. A wizard in long silver robes, wearing a pointy hat on top of vibrant red hair, led the group of wanderers. Species of all types staggered toward them, all of them wearing confused expressions.

      “Reynolds, you were a statue?” Azure asked the wizard.

      He scratched his red goatee, a bemused expression on his face. “Yes, I think so.”

      Reynolds had been one of Azure’s tutors growing up, until he went missing. The House searched for him, but after their efforts turned up no leads they had closed the case. Witches and wizards were known for growing restless and traveling far away on expeditions, only to turn up several years later with a slew of strange stories and an apology for disappearing.

      “What crime did you commit?” Monet asked, his voice conspiratorial.

      Gillian had caught up with them and was staring at the various figures who stumbled through the forest, all looking like they’d just awoken from a long nap.

      “That’s not important,” Azure said, waving Monet off. “Remember, the rogue dryads are wiping the slate clean, and so are we. Besides, we know that some innocent people were punished unfairly.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Monet held out his hand. “You owe me money. Remember that bet we had about whether Azure or I would dislodge our soul stones first? I beat her by a long shot.”

      Reynolds shook his head. “I believe I said you’d never dislodge yours because you were an immature twat.”

      “Well, it just goes to show how much you knew, criminal.” Monet held up his wrist, where his teardrop amethyst was set into a leather band.

      “How long have I been gone?” Reynolds asked Azure, his eyes dropping and pausing on her blue soul stone necklace.

      “Only a few years. Virgo will be happy to have you back,” she said with a smile.

      “Thank you, Princess Azure. I hope your studies weren’t neglected in my absence?” Reynolds straightened his hat, looking rather dignified as he regained his confidence.

      “You mean, ‘Queen Azure,’” Gillian corrected.

      “Oh, my apologies.” Reynolds bowed deeply to Azure, making her blush at once. “Much must have transpired while I was gone.”

      “I’m sure the queen mother would love the honor of filling you in on all the details,” Azure said, remembering how fond the two were of each other. Her gran hadn’t acted sad when Reynolds had disappeared, probably because she hadn’t acted sad at any time in her life. She’d simply said that the old wizard must have gotten blown away with the wind, as he was prone to do.

      “Yes, it appears I have much to catch up on,” Reynolds said, his focus fading again to a daze as he toddled off in the direction of Virgo.

      Azure slid around a lost-looking centaur who was shaking his head and staring around the forest. “Excuse me,” she said, ducking through bushes into the statue garden. Many gave her strange looks as she entered the space they were desperately trying to exit.

      The grassy knoll was full of white statues as well as individuals who stood frozen but full of color. Rogue dryads muttered incantations as they circled statues, their eyes darting back and forth with concentration.

      Payne Springs drifted over to Azure. “This is taking much effort from my sisters. It took us centuries to imprison these offenders.”

      “Centuries? Don’t you think that such long sentences should be reconsidered going forward?” Azure scanned the crowd, trying to find Ever.

      “I think that in light of our recent experiences, we should re-evaluate many things,” Payne Springs told her.

      Azure and the queen of the rogue dryads stood in silence for a moment, watching the statues come to life. On the far side of the garden, Azure spotted a figure with jet-black hair. “Excuse me a moment,” she said, and hurried through the crowd.

      A rogue dryad stood beside Ever. In front of them a man was hunched over, his head cradled in his hands.

      “All crimes have been forgiven and your sentence ended. However, any further offense will be punished,” a rogue dryad said, her voice quivering like shaking leaves in the wind.

      Kiran lifted his head, his blue eyes reminiscent of his son’s. He looked just like his son, with his black hair and pointy sideburns. However, he bore fine lines around his eyes, and his mouth showed his age. His ears were angled a bit more than his son’s, and his eyes had a weight Ever was practiced at hiding. Kiran stood, shaking his head, and searched Ever’s face.

      “Son, are you all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine. How are you, Father?” Ever’s voice was a hoarse whisper.

      “My memories are strange, like a series of dreams,” Kiran said, threading his hand through his hair, his gaze on the ground.

      “They will come back to you. When they do, just know that I never stopped trying to free you,” Ever said, his voice coming out in a rush.

      Kiran’s eyes shot to his son. “I’m sorry, son. I’m a bit bewildered, but please don’t think for a minute that I blame you. I retained that part of my memories.”

      “You did?” Ever asked.

      “Yes,” Kiran said, his voice cracking. “And I’d do the same thing again. I’d take your punishment a hundred times over, because that’s what a father does. Watching you suffer would have been torture for me.”

      “As it was for me,” Ever said.

      “That wasn’t my intention.” Kiran stepped forward. “But the rogue dryads have forgiven and released me.”

      “They have forgiven me,” Ever corrected.

      A ghost of a smile etched Kiran’s mouth. “Oh, you’re just as stubborn as I remember.”

      “Actually, I’m even more stubborn now,” Ever admitted.

      “I believe it,” Kiran said, his laugh reeking of his relief. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms tightly around his son.
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      Kiran stepped through the portal on his way to Earth, throwing a cautious look over his shoulder as he waved to his son.

      “I can’t believe you just sent him away,” Monet said, leaning against a tree with his arms crossed casually.

      Azure rolled her eyes at the wizard. “He sent him home to see Layla.”

      “I bet your dad was afraid you’d burn down the forest again when you opened that portal to Earth,” Monet joked.

      Azure stopped Payne Springs as she passed, her vine hair flowing behind her. “Would it be possible for you to turn this one into a statue?” she asked, pointing at Monet.

      The rogue dryad slid her eyes to Monet and shook her head. “Not right now, but something tells me it won’t be long before he commits a crime.”

      Monet scoffed. “I object! You pansies just don’t know how to take a joke.”

      “Will name-calling get him a sentence as a statue?” Azure asked Payne Springs. The two women appraised Monet, both of them grimacing at him, but laughter seeped from their expressions.

      “Unfortunately we only punish those who harm the forest,” she said.

      “Which means I can be as offensive as I please.” Monet stuck his tongue out at Azure. “So there, Queen Dumbface. Now why don’t you tell Bark Lady to go hug a tree? We need to save Virgo.”

      Azure offered the rogue dryad a smile. “Thank you, Payne Springs. I owe you a great debt for helping us stop the Duke and free these people.”

      “I think,” Payne Springs began, peering at the garden, which was now devoid of any statues, “we both benefited from your plan. The Land of Terran has a chance to change their ways under their new leadership, and the Dark Forest has been healed. Releasing the offenders was a part of the deal, but now it gives me much to think about. I was hoping that you could help advise us on how we should sentence and punish the criminals of the forest going forward.”

      Azure sucked in a sudden breath, not having expected the request. “You want me to work with you?”

      Payne Springs shook her head. “Actually, I want to work for you. We keep our eye on everyone in the forest, and few have crossed the Dark Forest with a confidence like yours. We’ve watched you save many and never harm except in defense. Our mission is to protect the forest, but we need guidelines. Rules. And I respect your judgment. I ask that you help us construct these guidelines, and in return, our observations in the Dark Forest will be lent to you at times.”

      “Tree Lady wants to be our spy. Sweet! I’m looking for this bloke named Michael. He—”

      “Not spies, and certainly not for you,” Payne Springs cut Monet off, her tone forbidding. “We cannot guarantee information, but if you request information about the Dark Forest, Queen Azure, at times we’ll try and accommodate.”

      “You’re about as helpful as Shorty over there.” Monet threw his thumb in the direction of Gillian, who was standing by Azure’s side, his attention focused on the current conversation. “I’ll help you, maybe, sometimes, if I feel like it,” Monet said, impersonating the gnome.

      Azure shook off his comments. “Thank you, Payne Springs. I’d be honored to advise you on policy, and I would be grateful for any information you would provide going forward. Having allies in the Dark Forest will be very valuable.”

      “Then we will meet in the future.” Payne Springs bowed low to Azure, a sort of smile on her dark face when she rose.

      “So, no info on Michael then?” Monet asked her, never giving up. “He’s got brown hair, glasses and is about yay-tall.” Monet held his hand even with his own head.

      Payne Springs didn’t offer a reply, but instead faded until she’d disappeared completely.

      “Man, I’ve got to figure out how to do that. I’m sure it’s a pretty easy vanishing spell since you can do it, Big Nose,” Monet said to Gillian.

      The gnome opened his mouth to say something but then slammed it shut, fire simmering in his eyes.

      Azure turned her attention to Ever, who still had his gaze on the spot where the portal had been. He’d been in a daze since his father left. It had been a short reunion, and even though she’d urged him to return to Earth with Kiran, Ever had refused. He had reiterated that his commitment was to Virgo, and helping those plagued by the virus. Azure didn’t know when her kingdom had become home to so many outsiders, but she was desperately grateful that so many were willing to protect her people and their land.

      “Are you all right?” Azure asked Ever.

      He hesitated before pulling his gaze around to her. “Yes, I’m fine,” he said with a curt nod. In the open area of the garden the sun was permitted to shine down on him, making his black spiky hair glisten. Soon they’d be under the canopy of the forest where Ever blended in better than most in the group, save Gillian.

      Azure didn’t believe the Light Elf, but accepted his answer. “Okay, well, it appears our job is done here. Let’s head for Virgo. I have a feeling that our trip home will be as easy as it was to this place,” she said, sensing the rogue dryads drifting around them in the distance. They were protecting the group, but Azure was sure their protection wouldn’t last forever. It was nice to have it now, though, since her thoughts were monopolized by the virus and how she’d try and stop it once she reached Virgo.
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      Stepping out of the Dark Forest, Azure’s heart lightened at the sight before her. It wasn’t the Orcs standing along the perimeter who warmed Azure’s chest and sent tender sensations through her core. It was the rolling grassy hills behind them, flecked with young wildflowers and cottages. Virgo had never looked as good as it did at that moment, but then few things are more healing than the sight of one’s home after a long journey. Battle scars are miraculously forgotten when a soldier crosses the threshold of their home into the sanctuary of warm memories and loving arms.

      Azure sped up, leaving the group behind. She didn’t halt until she was face to face with the chief of the Orcs. He peered down at her, questions on his flat face.

      Breathless, Azure sputtered, “The threats from the harpies should all be gone. We’ve put an end to the Duke of Terran.”

      The chief checked her out and then scanned the three at her back. “Where is it?”

      Azure spun to see what the chief was referring to. “Where is what?”

      “The Duke’s head,” the chief said with a deep grunt.

      Azure winced. “Why would I have the Duke’s head? He was turned into a statue by the rogue dryads.”

      “Statue?” The chief growled with disapproval. “You have a strange way of defeating your enemies, but then it appears to work. We haven’t battled any harpies in quite some time.”

      “That’s good news. I’m guessing without the Duke around to feed them they flew off, and won’t be a problem for us any longer,” Azure stated, waving to Drago, who had joined the chief. “Good to see you, Drago.”

      “She’s lying. No one was ever happy to see that ugly face,” Monet joked to the Orc, who didn’t laugh.

      “Speaking of food, can I interest you in a wizard for your dinner?” Azure said to the chief.

      The Orc eyed Monet, his wide nose scrunching up. “No, that one would taste rancid, I’m certain.”

      “Pssh, I’d be delicious,” Monet argued. “Especially with a side of roasted potatoes and honey-glazed carrots. Mmm-mmm-mmm, good.” He licked the tips of his fingertips in an exaggerated manner.

      The chief swung his bow over his back, straightening his shoulders. “Queen Azure, we are happy to stay for longer, if you worry that threats might return.”

      Azure pulled in a deep breath, enjoying the fresh air laced with lavender. “Thank you, Chief, but I think that we all are anxious to return to our homes, you included. I thank you for protecting Virgo, and please call on me if you ever need anything.” She extended a hand to the Orc, who towered over her. He eyed it and then finally wrapped his enormous hand around hers, nearly pulling her to the ground as he shook it.

      “A day will come when I take you up on that offer—I’m sure of it. Oriceran is full of dangers that plague us all, and the Orcs especially suffer from time to time at the hands of our many enemies,” the chief said, removing his hand from Azure’s.

      “I’m always happy to help, although creating peace is more in line with my objective than fighting wars,” Azure said proudly.

      “Young Queen, one day you’ll realize that fighting wars is inevitable. We must fight to survive.” Many of the Orcs around them grunted their affirmation of this statement.

      “Fighting for peace is counterintuitive, Chief. However, I’ll admit that my experience is limited. You might indeed be correct.”

      “When it comes to protecting your people and your land, you’ll discover that any fight is worth it.” Again the Orcs in the area grunted their approval.

      “My people aren’t just those in Virgo or its land. We are all on Oriceran, and we should be mindful of protecting each other. I fear that when we create too many borders and focus on separateness, we wage wars no one can win,” Azure said, confidence heavy in her words.

      “The half-breed queen has many ideas that won’t be popular,” the chief observed.

      “That might be true, but maybe that’s why we formed an alliance,” Azure said, noticing two small figures approaching from behind the chief.

      “We have an alliance for the simple fact that you earned our trust and loyalty. Orcs aren’t as uncivilized as it is rumored. We get a bad reputation because we don’t make friends, due to the fact that most who call themselves that will stab us in the back. If I ever sense that will happen due to our alliance, then you, Queen Azure, will soon take your last breath.” The chief tucked his chin, his beady eyes staring down at Azure.

      Unflustered, Azure smiled. “I don’t fear that I’ll perish anytime soon then.”

      “No, me either. I believe you have many more centuries on Oriceran,” the chief stated, bowing slightly to her.

      “Thank you, Chief. I must return to Virgo now,” Azure said, tipping her head and ambling in the direction of Blisters and Manx, who had cleared the pasture as she spoke with the Orcs.

      Blisters wore a strange expression. It looked all wrong on his usually cheerful face. His bright blue eyes were dull, and his mouth was slack. He was sad. Manx, who was in the form of a black stallion with eyes like rays of light, looked as he always did—slightly on the verge of mischief.

      “What is it?” Azure asked, kneeling and stroking Blisters face.

      The unicorn let out a long wail. “It’s V-V-Virgo,” he stuttered. “When you left things were bad, but now they are so much worse.”
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      The streets of Virgo were empty, devoid of the usual witches and wizards bustling along the lanes and chatting as they passed each other. The entire kingdom would have felt deserted if it weren’t for the smoke wafting from chimneys.

      “Everyone is inside,” Blisters supplied as Azure’s gaze searched the town.

      “Why?” she asked, a cautious glance at Monet by her side.

      “Who goes outside when they are sad? I know I don’t want to leave Monet’s bed when I don’t feel good,” Blisters said.

      “Wait, they’re depressed? That’s what you’re telling me?” Azure whipped her hand over her tired face, trying to push away the confusion.

      The unicorn shrugged. “I don’t know what else to say.”

      “That’s a first for Blisters,” Monet said, but his voice didn’t carry its usual lightness. His eyes were heavy with worry as he stared at the empty lanes around them.

      Azure hurried over the lawn of the House of Enchanted and up the steps. The House didn’t look different than she remembered, but it felt different. Colder. She pulled open the door to find the foyer empty, not full of witches and wizards as usual. Handing her staff to Monet, Azure sprinted up the stairs in the direction of the Queen’s Chambers. She halted abruptly, nearly running into her gran, as she cleared the last step.

      “Gran!” Azure exclaimed, throwing her arms around the old witch. She felt the same as she remembered, slight but sturdy. Azure pulled back and looked her over. Nothing was different, not that anything had changed about her gran in centuries. Still the same short lavender hair and ornery expression on her wrinkled face. “What’s going on?”

      “I saw that you stopped the Duke,” Gran said, her lips pursed. The witch would have been watching Azure using her scrying bowl.

      “I did, and the statues in the garden have been released. But what of Virgo? Where is everyone? I didn’t see anyone when I passed through town.” Azure spoke so fast she nearly tripped over her words.

      “Yes, I saw that Reynolds awakened. You should have kept that good-for-nothing wizard as a statue. That would have been a better use for that lying cheat,” Gran said, her eyes narrowing.

      “Can we discuss your feuds later? Why is nobody out?” Azure asked, now frantic.

      “Well, there is Finnegan. I don’t usually call him a nobody. Depends.” Sari pointed over Azure’s shoulder.

      She turned to find the ancient farming wizard moving like a ghost up the stairs. His usually vibrant turquoise hair and beard had dulled to a muted shade of green. He could barely lift his feet to clear each step, his eyes low and his mouth muttering.

      “Finnegan?” Azure exclaimed. “Are you all right?”

      The wizard lifted his gaze and stared straight at Azure, then pressed around her like he didn’t actually see her. He continued to mutter to himself as he hobbled down the long corridor.

      “Gran, what’s happened?” Azure asked as the rest of the group came to stand at her back.

      “I think it’s pretty obvious, dear.” She shook her head at Finnegan before turning back to face Azure. “Almost all the witches and wizards of Virgo have lost their magic.”

      “But this is worse than what happened to Mum,” Azure argued.

      “Oh, yes. The virus was fast-acting this time, and stole their magic immediately. Now it’s taking their spirits as well. What is a witch or wizard without magic, after all?” Sari mused.

      “But they have their soul stones. Don’t those help?” Azure asked.

      “Yes. They are still alive, but have lost hope, my dear.”

      “Well, I’ll help restore that,” Azure said, plucking the staff from Monet’s hands. “I had this made, and Seraphina said that it could heal Virgo.”

      Gran lifted an eyebrow at her granddaughter, doubt heavy in her expression. “I think we both know that staff doesn’t have enough magic in it presently to clean that closet right there.” Gran pointed a finger at a door.

      “Well, I have to at least try,” Azure insisted, sounding defeated.

      “I agree,” Gran said simply.

      “Did you find anything out? Anything that could help cure those infected?”

      “Of course I did. I have the cure, and have just been sitting on it while I watch my daughter wither away,” Gran said, her tone sharp now.

      “Wait, Mum? What’s wrong? I thought she was better now that she had her soul stone,” Azure said.

      “I think we all knew that wasn’t going to be a long-term solution. It’s slowed the virus, but that thing was meant to do more than just steal our magic. It was meant to kill,” Gran said, venom in her words.

      Azure’s eyes widened in shock. She tore forward, sprinting through the corridor in the direction of her mum’s room. At her door she found someone guarding the space.

      “Richard!” she said, her voice low. Her father stood with his head down and back against the wall next to Emeri’s door.

      He lifted his head, his tired eyes springing to life. “Azure,” he said, relief in his words. A moment later he bounded forward and wrapped her in his arms. The movement was full of hesitation and at first Azure’s arms stuck out awkwardly, but then she folded them over his shoulders. She pressed back, shaking her head.

      “Mum? What’s going on with her?” Azure asked, her eyes on the door.

      “She has taken a turn for the worse.” Richard twisted his fingers together. He didn’t look so good himself. Dark bags hung under his eyes, and he looked to have aged a great deal in a few short days. Sari would have told him about Frederick from her scrying. The unknown fate of his son and the Land of Terran wasn’t the cause of his stress. It was the uncertain fate of the woman who lay in the next room.

      Azure grabbed her father’s hand, which got his attention. He drew his blue eyes up to stare at her. “I’m going to fix this. I don’t know how, but I’m going to save her…” Azure’s voice trailed off. She couldn’t go in there right then and see her mother dying. She had to focus on her being alive. She had to keep her strength, and use it to find a solution. Maybe she was being a coward, but she knew her limitations and her biggest was time. It was running out.

      “Go be with Mum. Take care of her. Reassure her. Tell her I love her, and that I’m going to make her better. I’m going to save Virgo,” Azure said, pressing her fingers into her father’s hands.

      He shook his head. “She doesn’t want me in there. I’ve already tried.”

      “She doesn’t want you to see her weak, but that doesn’t mean that she doesn’t want you with her,” Azure said, and realized how true that was. All the lingering looks between her mother and father made sense. So many things made sense now, but it wouldn’t matter if the virus stole her mum’s life.

      A tender pain surfaced in Richard’s eyes. “I know that if anyone can save her, it will be you. I’ll go be with her. And you go and do what you need to.”
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      Azure, out of answers, strode for the one place she thought she’d find a clue. She pushed open the giant door to the library, the smell of dust tickling her nose at once. The large library was open to all of Virgo, offering them access to thousands of volumes. Presently, however, no witches or wizards were to be found browsing the aisles. Only one other was in the library, and her cat-eyes spied Azure immediately.

      “You’ve returned,” Laurel said, closing the book in her hands. She wore a long black robe over her fur-covered body. The werecat didn’t have a heavy expression like Richard, but her condolences were written on her face.

      “Yes, and not a moment too soon,” Azure said, scanning the shelf opposite Laurel. It was the first section she was going to check: Horticulture. Azure pulled down a book at random and began scanning through the pages.

      “I’ve already read through all those books, and there doesn’t appear to be an answer in them for your problem.”

      Azure ripped her gaze up. “All these books? You’ve been through the entire section?”

      “Yes, and some of them twice,” Laurel stated.

      “But you don’t know potions, do you?” Azure questioned.

      “That’s true, but I know herbs and their various properties. Essential oils work much the same way as potions,” Laurel told her.

      “With all due respect, potions are incredibly complex. You might have missed something that a witch would find useful.” Azure’s tone reeked of her frustration and stress. She hadn’t meant to be so direct with Laurel, but time was running out.

      “That’s true, I might have. Are you a potions expert?”

      “No, that would be Monet. However, I sent him to the potions shop to scour for ingredients and see what he can mix up,” Azure said.

      “Yes, and thank you for allowing me to use the shop. I was able to catalogue and create many essential oils,” Laurel said.

      “Good, good.” Azure felt the nerves buzzing in her chest. She didn’t want to be rude, but she didn’t need the werecat distracting her. Scanning the books’ spines, she waited for one of the volumes to jump out at her.

      “Did you learn anything that could aid you while you were gone?” Laurel questioned over her shoulder, not getting the hint that she was interrupting her during a crucial moment.

      “Not really. I now have a staff that could have done the job if I hadn’t used it to heal the Dark Forest,” Azure said, absentmindedly.

      “Wow, you were able to heal the Dark Forest? That’s incredibly impressive. I guess what they say about you is in fact correct—not that I doubted it,” Laurel said with a slight purr.

      Azure spun to face the werecat. “What do they say about me?”

      Laurel twisted her white whiskers with her claw tips, a slight smile on her face. “Your people seem to think that you’re more powerful because you have the blood of both witches and humans. They didn’t think that at first, but since your reign has begun they’ve convinced themselves of it, based on what you’ve accomplished.”

      Azure shook her head, rolling her eyes. “My people are wrong. I’m sorry, but I’ll only fail them if they are hoping I’m going to save them. I’ve been convincing myself that I can, but it appears that I can’t.”

      “But you healed the Dark Forest. That seems like a pretty incredible thing for you to do, and not something a witch or wizard could do easily,” Laurel argued.

      “That was because I had an incredibly powerful staff. It had Mage Lenore’s crystal ball in it.” Azure blew out a long breath, blowing upward and making her hair flutter off her forehead.

      “This is the staff that is depleted and won’t work now?”

      “That’s the one,” Azure agreed, a morose tone in her voice.

      “Too bad. If only you had another instrument with similar powers that could be used…”

      “Well, I don’t,” Azure nearly yelled, her frustration about to erupt. It was like Laurel was taunting her.

      “That is unfortunate. Maybe your people are wrong. Maybe you’re not more powerful from being both human and witch. Maybe you’re in fact weaker. I know that as a Were I have the strengths and weaknesses of both my sides. I have the knowledge of both. The abilities of the cat and the human. Maybe you do not. Maybe you, Queen Azure, aren’t as strong because you’re a hybrid.” Laurel pulled a book from the shelf and studied the back cover, not at all concerned that Azure was fuming beside her.

      “I’m not weaker because I’m half-witch, half-human!” She wrapped her hand around her soul stone and ripped it off her neck, holding the necklace in front of Laurel’s face. “Look at my soul stone! It’s proof that I’m unique. A witch with an amethyst of a different color. That makes me strong. This is an incredibly powerful soul stone, which holds both my power as a witch and human…” Azure’s eyes dropped. Widened. Her mouth fell open. “The only way to heal those in the kingdom of Virgo of this virus is through a human,” Azure repeated the exact words Mage Lenore had told her when she sought a cure.

      “If I remember correctly, you’re a human. Had you forgotten that?” Laurel asked.

      “I hadn’t. I just didn’t think…”

      “You thought the solution was outside of yourself, rather than—” Laurel lifted an eyebrow at Azure, giving her a knowing look.

      Azure held her blue amethyst soul stone up and peered at it. “I just didn’t think the solution could be so easy.”

      Laurel gave her a sympathetic look. “It’s funny for you to put it that way, because I think that most would consider what you’ll have to do to save your people to be incredibly hard.”
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      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Monet asked from across the work table. Various jars of potions and ingredients lay around the space. He’d been combing through Charmsgood’s shop trying to concoct a cure, with no luck.

      “Yes, I’m sure.” Azure laid her soul stone on the table, feeling as though she’d placed her heart on the surface instead.

      “There will be no going back. If this doesn’t work, you’re—”

      “I already know.” Azure cut Monet off, unable to bear what he would say next. “Just do it. This has to be the cure.”

      “It very well might be, but it might not be. If you just give me more time, I should be able to figure something out.”

      Azure shook her head adamantly. “We don’t have more time. My mum is going to die. The people of Virgo are all going to die.”

      Monet peered over his shoulder at a giant cauldron smoking in the hearth of the fireplace, its contents bubbling. “Okay, well, the potion looks about ready. Just one last ingredient. Are you sure?” Monet’s face was serious, his pale green eyes full of compassion. He flexed his jaw, stress leaking to the surface.

      “Y-you know I am,” Azure stammered.

      He nodded heavily and picked up a hammer from the side of the table. He lifted it in the air, hesitated, and then dropped it to his side. “The thing is, I’m not sure about all this. I kind of need you around for…the rest of my life. And if something does happen to you and you don’t have a way to rejuvenate… Well, I’ll have to kill you.”

      Azure shook her head, a small smile on her mouth. “That makes zero sense, Monet.”

      “You make no sense.” Monet lifted the hammer in the air. “On the count of three. One, two, three!” He brought the hammer down hard and sharply on Azure’s soul stone, breaking it into several pieces.

      She threw her hands to her chest, feeling as though the hammer had struck her straight in the heart. She gulped, suddenly feeling naked. Her soul stone was broken. Forevermore she’d live without it. If she got sick, it couldn’t help her. If she needed extra power, her soul stone couldn’t aid her. She was on her own. But this was the sacrifice she’d had to make. That soul stone was an accumulation of her magic before she reached full power, both her witch and human magic. That human magic was the key. It had to be the secret ingredient. Mage Lenore had said that only through a human could the virus be cured.

      Monet swept the bits and pieces of the soul stone into the palm of his hand, careful to get every splinter. He emptied his hand into the simmering cauldron, making it spark at once. As he stirred, he lifted his eyes and stared at Azure. “It’s changing color,” he offered.

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “Probably not a damn thing, but it’s turning a pretty blue,” he said, eyeing the space at her neck where her soul stone had sat moments prior.

      “Am I crazy?” she asked, peering at the cauldron of liquid, which was turning into a smooth substance.

      “You’ve been crazy all your life, and you’re just now asking this question? I’m the one who is crazy for fucking up this potion and not tempering the egg yolks when adding them.”

      “Monet!” Azure yelled, her voice full of warning.

      He released a giant smile. “I’m only kidding. You know that I didn’t put egg yolks in this. It’s a fucking potion, not a damn cake, Queen Buttface.”

      Monet pulled a vial from the shelf. He lifted the ladle and spilled a couple of teaspoons into the container. He flicked his wand at it, instantly making it cool. “A small amount should do it, but go ahead and give your mother the whole thing just to be on the safe side. If it works, we have a cure. If it doesn’t, we’re fucking screwed, especially you.” Monet’s eyes fell to Azure’s neck again.

      She reached out and took the vial, which was at room temperature. “Thank you. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Monet gave her a smile that lit up his whole face. “And I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “Sounds like we’re the perfect team.” Azure turned and hurried for the House of Enchanted.
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      The door to Emeri’s room creaked when Azure opened it. Richard was asleep when she entered, his head resting on his hand. His other hand was pressed into Emeri’s, by her side. It also looked like he was about to slide out of the chair where he sat beside her bed.

      Azure had never seen her mother like this. Her emerald-green hair had paled, like Finnegan’s. It was down, draped along her face and resting over her shoulders. Her skin was pale as well, and her breathing shallow. It was clear by looking at the woman in the bed that she didn’t have long to live. The virus had depleted her magic, and her years were catching up with her. A witch couldn’t live long without magic, which was both their fountain of youth and also their very undoing if they didn’t possess it.

      “Mother,” Azure said in a whisper, nearing the other side of her bed.

      Emeri stirred like she was trying to open her eyes, but was unable to. Azure gulped and felt something sharp in her throat, like she was about to dislodge another soul stone. Then she reminded herself that inside the vial was her soul stone, melted down and hopefully part of the cure. The blue liquid was her last hope. It was everyone in Virgo’s last hope.

      “Mum,” Azure said again, rocking her mother’s shoulder, trying to wake her.

      Emeri cracked her eyes open, her gaze lazily looking around the room. Her vision was unfocused, but finally she stared straight at Azure.

      “Oh, hello, dear. You’re finally back. I was afraid you wouldn’t make it in time,” Emeri said, her voice a hoarse whisper.

      “Shhhh… I’m here now, and I’ve brought you a cure.” Azure lifted the vial and held it out.

      A look of uncertain hope crossed her mother’s face. “Are you sure?”

      Azure shook her head. “No I’m not, actually. You’ll be the first to test it. Will you, please?”

      Emeri nodded, pushing to a sitting position. Richard didn’t budge, only snored a bit. Emeri stared at him for a moment, a sweet sincerity in her gaze. She licked her cracked lips and pushed her long pale-green hair back. Those actions took much effort, as if they might be her very downfall for pulling so much energy from her.

      Azure pressed the vial against her mother’s lips, and tipped it back as her mother tilted her head. The liquid slipped out and disappeared. Azure stood, appraising her mother. What was she looking for? How would she know if the potion had worked? How would she know if it hadn’t?

      Emeri pressed her hand to her chest as if she’d had a sudden heart palpitation. “Oh, my,” she whispered.

      “What is it?” Azure asked, kneeling again and looking straight at her mother.

      “It’s so intense.” Her hands covered each other as she pressed them more firmly into her chest.

      “What is?” Azure asked, worry growing in her voice.

      “The rush…” Emeri doubled over, as if being assaulted in the midsection.

      “Mother, what’s happening?”

      Emeri lifted her head, taking steadying breaths. “It’s okay, Azure. It’s just so much to experience at once.”

      “What? What is it?”

      “My magic,” Emeri said through tattered breaths, now sitting up straighter. “It’s flooding my system again.”

      Azure was about to question what she meant when her mother’s hair changed, returning to the vibrant emerald shade it had once been. Her eyes shifted from pale green to her normal richer color. Her complexion took on a rosy shade, and the life in her seemed to buzz like music in the air.

      “Did it work?” Azure asked, noticing that her mother’s strength was growing moment by moment.

      Richard lifted his head a bit groggily. He stared at the woman in the bed before him, as if trying to place her in a distant memory.

      “Yes, Azure, I do believe it worked. I felt my magic return. And now I feel like I have enough energy to run laps around the House of Enchanted,” Emeri said, a wide smile on her face. She was more beautiful than ever, her lavender soul stone contrasting with the green hair resting on her collar bones.

      “Oh, thank Merlin,” Azure said, needing a moment to breathe past the adrenalin.

      “How did you do it?” Richard asked, looking between Emeri and his daughter.

      Emeri’s eyes dropped to Azure’s bare chest, and she sucked in a sudden breath and nearly choked. Covering her mouth, she released a single tear. “Oh my. She made the ultimate sacrifice.”

      Azure picked up her mother’s hand and pressed it to her chest where her soul stone used to sit. “It was nothing you didn’t do for me, Mum.”
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      It had taken the entire night to distribute the cure to everyone in Virgo. Monet had in fact made enough, with some to spare. And the relief Azure felt when Ever reported to her that the final cure had been received and had worked filled her with a magic she thought would sustain her for many centuries.

      “It appears that you did it,” Ever said, taking a seat on the sofa opposite her. The light from the fireplace cascaded over his face.

      Azure was bone-tired, but still she attempted a smile. “We did it,” she corrected. Gillian, Ever, Gran, Blisters, Finswick, Manx, and Richard had helped to distribute the cure throughout Virgo. Some of those affected were far on the outskirts, many hours away.

      “We didn’t sacrifice our soul stones to save the people of Virgo. You’re the only one who did that,” Ever said.

      “I’m sure you would have, if it came to that.”

      “That’s the beautiful thing about you. I firmly believe that you think others would do as you have, but that’s why you don’t get how extraordinary you are. I know of no one else who would have sacrificed themselves to save a kingdom. Nor do I know anyone else who runs toward danger, saves Orcs, or has cabinet members as diverse as you, Queen Azure.”

      “You really should get out more,” Azure said, curling her legs up in front of her.

      Ever started to smile, but shook his head instead. “I should let you sleep. It’s been a long few days.”

      He stood and stared down at Azure, a message in his blue eyes.

      “Don’t leave yet. I have something else to ask you,” she said.

      He studied her for a moment. “I’m certain it can wait until morning. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      “If that’s your subtle way of telling me I look awful, you are hereby banished from Virgo,” Azure said with a tired laugh.

      Ever joined her, laughing easily. “You didn’t banish me for betraying you, so I’m guessing you’re bluffing.”

      “You didn’t betray me so much as put the needs of others before mine and those of my kingdom.”

      “I betrayed you, but there you go again—trying to see the best in people. No wonder you can stand Monet.”

      “Who says I can stand Monet?” Azure scoffed.

      “You had a question for me?” Ever encouraged. He knelt so he was looking up at Azure. The firelight from her chamber was warm but welcome after hours traveling all over Virgo.

      “I’ve been thinking… Now that Virgo is safe I should take my place in the court, but—”

      “But you’re not really the type to sit on a throne and hear problems,” Ever said, completing her sentence. “Yes, we’ve been discussing how long that would last. There’s a running bet.”

      “My own cabinet is betting on me?” Azure asked, pretending to be offended.

      “Well, this is the longest I’ve ever seen you sit, and you’re completely exhausted,” Ever said.

      “It’s true. I’m not the sitting type.” Azure pulled her legs out from under her and stretched them. “Laurel gave me a couple ideas. One of them was about traveling.”

      Ever nodded, a proud look on his face. “Oriceran is a beautiful planet with much to see.”

      “And so is Earth,” Azure hinted.

      “Are you thinking of taking a tour of Earth?” Ever asked.

      “Yes, eventually. But also I was thinking of taking a diplomatic tour of Oriceran. You know, spread goodwill? How can I lead Virgo if I don’t know what’s beyond its borders?”

      “Having the Queen of Virgo visit other realms would be a good political move.”

      “Yes. I was thinking of going to the Light Elf Kingdom, Maticaw, and also New Egypt, just for starters.”

      Ever nodded, looking wiser suddenly. “Those are all wonderful places full of rich history.”

      “And I happen to know a great tour guide who has seen them all, and he also has an all-access pass to Earth.”

      “Is this your sly way of asking me to accompany you?” Ever asked, his cheeks warm from the fire and the excitement building in the conversation.

      “I don’t think I’ve been very sly, but yes. Ever, would you please escort me around Oriceran? There’s so much to see, and I need someone I trust by my side.”

      He blinked rapidly. “You trust me? Still?”

      “I trust that going forward you will be straight with me. Tell me your motives, and I’ll help you how I can. If you will do that, I will have no trouble trusting you again.”

      “I think I can almost do that, but you might shy away if I were to be completely honest about all my motives. Especially my personal ones.”

      Azure bit down on a smile. “Well, a bit of censorship is okay for now. Ease up as you see fit.”

      “That’s fair,” Ever said, standing tall. He bent and lifted Azure’s hand to his mouth, and kissed the back of it. “It would be my honor to travel Oriceran with you, Queen Azure. I firmly promise you that there will never be a dull moment.”

      Azure smiled at Ever, grateful that he’d dropped out of the canopy in the Dark Forest that day. Since she’d laid eyes on the half-Light Elf, half-human, her world had gotten extremely better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Fireworks bloomed in the sky over Virgo, lighting the faces of the witches and wizards staring up at the display. They were settled on patchwork quilts on the grass. Some had constructed tents where’d they’d sleep for the night, since the party would be continuing for several days. The people of Virgo knew how to party; stopping was the problem for them.

      Rockets shot into the air, exploding into red and orange lights before assimilating into the form of a dragon and prancing across the starlit sky.

      “You appear to have a knack for fireworks,” Azure said, leaning over Monet’s shoulder as he messed with a fuse.

      “I have a knack for everything. Is this your way of trying to get into my pants… yet again?”

      Azure laughed. “I think we know that that’s a big fat no.”

      “Yes, I like fireworks, but they’re kind of boring.” Monet lit a fuse and a green rocket shot into the air, exploding into tiny frogs that rained down on the crowd.

      Azure unclasped her hands from her ears and smiled. “Yeah, so boring.”

      “Shouldn’t you be hobnobbing with all the people you saved?” Monet gestured to the crowd, where witches and wizards kept glancing at her.

      “We saved them, thanks to your potion,” Azure corrected.

      “That’s true. I keep correcting people when they give you all the credit, but they only scowl at me for some odd reason.”

      “Well, it was that potions business I wanted to discuss with you,” Azure said.

      “Did you bring me a beer? Because I listen better if you get me drunk,” Monet remarked.

      “I didn’t, but I do have a job for you.”

      “Besides Chief of Staff?”

      “We both know you’re already bored with that title. I won’t disclose your secret—that you pretend to be incompetent while being the farthest thing from it. One title is simply not enough for you, dear Monet.”

      “’Tis true.” Monet lit another fuse and a blue rocket flew into the air.

      “How about if I make you the official Potions Master for Virgo?” Azure said, hiding a smile.

      Monet leaned forward to light a fuse and paused, then straightened and eyed her cautiously. “But Charmsgood was the only wizard to hold that position in five hundred years. Before him… Well, before him the position had only belonged to incredibly powerful wizards.”

      Azure crossed her arms in front of her chest and nodded, a coy look on her face.

      “You don’t mean it?” Monet asked, his face full of disbelief.

      “Well, if you don’t want the shop and all the responsibility that goes with it, I’ll just keep looking. However, the title should belong to you, Monet Bailey Torrance.”

      “Fuck yeah, it should!” Monet threw his arms around Azure, hauling her off the ground and wheeling her around. He nearly burned her hair with the lit tip of his wand, but released her just in time.

      “So you’ll take the position?” she asked.

      “Can I still go on awesome adventures with you and get drunk in the evenings?”

      “Of course. We’re witches and wizards, not fucking prudes.”

      A clear, bright laugh fell from Monet’s mouth. “Awesome. But I’m going to need next week off. And every other Tuesday. Oh, and I need a raise.”

      “How about no. You’ll work tirelessly to serve the people of Virgo until your dying day.”

      Monet thought on this for a moment. “Okay, sounds good.”

      Azure released a wide smile. Nothing could be better than working alongside her best friend, the person she’d known all her life.

      “But seriously, I do actually have some ideas related to both my roles as Chief-of-Staff and Potions Master,” Monet said.

      “Oh?”

      “Remember we were talking about a health care program for Virgoans? I’m thinking we need free prescription potions for all.”

      Azure ducked her head, looking around with a conspiratorial expression. “Be careful or people will hear you and think you have a heart.”

      Monet waved her off. “No, they won’t. I’ve created an incredible ruse. It’s a part of my master plan.”

      “Strange plan.” Azure shook her head and hurried off, seeing someone else she needed to talk to. “Later, Jerkface.”

      “Later, Queen Fat-Ass.”

      A light flew down next to Azure as she strode across the grounds. “Hey, Buzz Buzz!”

      The pixie launched into a round of unintelligible ramblings, her hands flying through the air.

      “Sure, yeah, totally.” Azure nodded, not understanding a word the pixie said.

      Buzz Buzz shrieked loudly just as the raven swooped down, nearly taking her head off with his beak. Manx landed on Azure’s shoulder, a proud look on his face.

      “I guess the pixie is telling you all about the awful things I’ve done to her?” the mischievous pooka said.

      “I think she’s trying,” Azure said as Buzz Buzz’s face turned a vibrant shade of pink.

      “Don’t believe a word she says,” Manx told her, nuzzling his beak into Azure’s neck.

      “Right,” she said, and picked up the bird by the body, holding him in front of her face. “Try and get along with the people in Virgo, would you?”

      “I won’t make any guarantees, but if you promise to take me on another adventure I’ll consider it,” Manx said as Buzz Buzz flew back and forth behind him, muttering loudly.

      “That’s a promise. Now you two go play nicely,” Azure said, and threw the raven into the air. He flew off, his wings flapping as Buzz Buzz zipped behind him, holding up her fists and waving them angrily in the air.

      Azure paused beside Laurel, who was watching the fireworks with pure awe in her eyes. “You knew what the cure was, didn’t you?”

      “I stumbled across the answer just before you ran into the library. I love the serendipity of life.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me right away?” Azure asked.

      “Remember what you told me Mage Lenore said to you when she told you humans were the key to the cure?”

      “’Give a man the truth and he will discard it in the ocean. Make him discover the truth on his own, and he will know it all his life.’” Azure repeated Mage Lenore’s words, which had strangely stayed with her.

      “Yes, so all I did was quickly lead you to the answer. I knew you’d need to have complete devotion to the idea in order to implement it. Giving up your soul stone was no easy thing to do. If I had blurted out that it was the solution, you would have resisted. Instead, I let you figure it out on your own.”

      “You’re a very clever werecat. I’m planning to travel around Oriceran, and I could use your cleverness,” Azure said, turning to Laurel.

      She lowered her gaze and looked straight at the queen. “Are you inviting me to join you?”

      “If you’d like to. I know you’ve been wanting to travel,” Azure said.

      “All my life! And yes!” Laurel shouted, gaining the attention of the wizards playing instruments nearby. “I wanted to travel before but the idea of doing it by myself was too much, even after you freed me. It was more than intimidating.”

      “No one should travel alone. Besides, when you find something amazing, you need someone at your side to appreciate it with you,” Azure said with a smile.

      “I couldn’t have put it better myself, Queen Azure. And yes, I’d love to accompany you on your journey. Thank you!”

      Azure bowed slightly to the werecat and left, snaking her way through the crowd. She smiled at Finnegan, whose turquoise hair had returned to its vibrant hue. Navi and Luna were taking turns feeding him berries, and he looked to be enjoying the attention as the fairies doted on him.

      After exchanging pleasantries with a few groups, Azure found the people she’d been looking for. On the outskirts of the party, sitting in oversized comfy chairs that had been taken straight from the House of Enchanted, were Gran, her mum, and Richard. Their chins were in the air and their mouths were hanging open as they watched the fireworks. Finswick had curled up in Gran’s lap and was faking sleep, his eyes half on Azure. She’d need to take him on the next adventure. It was overdue, and she was tired of him leaving hair balls in her bed as payment for his disappointment. At Gran’s feet, Blisters lay on his back, his hooves in the air and drool dripping down the side of his face. He was, in fact, not faking sleep. The unicorn had tired himself out on his first adventure.

      “You did it,” Gillian said from her side. She hadn’t even known he was there.

      “We did it,” she corrected him.

      “And now you have a party to share with a family you didn’t even know you had,” Gillian observed.

      She watched as her father squeezed her mother’s hand. “Yes, I guess I never realized I had a father. But my mum and Gran have always been there for me.”

      “I wasn’t referring to Richard, although you need to encourage him to preserve his life. He’s afraid of becoming the Duke, so he hasn’t been using his magic. Maybe you’ll be able to help him to find the balance so he lives a nice long life.”

      Azure squinted at Richard. That was why he looked older, she realized. He hadn’t been using magic, and without it he was aging. This was how he was punishing himself, or as Gillian had said, he was too afraid. “I’ll have a talk with him and encourage him to use his magic. Tell him that he can control it, unlike Phillip.”

      Gillian nodded, his hands behind his back as he rocked forward on his toes. “I’m going to retire for the night, but I’ll be ready when you set off.”

      “Set off?” Azure inquired. “I didn’t announce my trip to New Egypt. How did you know?”

      Gillian tipped his hat at the queen and smiled broadly, a knowing look in his eyes. “Good night, Queen Azure.”

      “Good night,” Azure said and then sputtered, “Wait!”

      “What did you mean by celebrating with family I didn’t even know I had? You said you weren’t referring to Richard?” Azure asked, indicating her father. He was doubled over laughing; her mother too. Both of their faces were full of life, so vibrant and new it made her instantly smile.

      “Look for yourself. I believe you opened the borders of Virgo to all, and it appears that the invitation is already in effect,” Gillian said, throwing his arm toward the hills in the distance. He disappeared a moment later. Azure squinted in that direction, not seeing what he meant. A firework exploded overhead, full of gold and silver bursts of light, and on the eastern hill a figure on a horse could be made out.

      Frederick sat atop a regal horse, a party of travelers behind him. He noticed Azure as she spotted him, the bright firework lighting up both of them. The emperor of Terran smiled at his sister and bowed his head, a look of respect on his face when he lifted his chin.

      Azure waved back at Emperor Frederick just before he and his party rode on, obviously on their own voyage, exploring Oriceran. She figured he’d stop at some point to see his father and catch up. There were no more borders to keep them apart. Separated by the Dark Forest but no other boundaries, there was no reason they couldn’t all be a family, embracing each other for their similarities and also their differences.
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      Sharp fangs sank into the warm flesh of the old shopkeeper’s neck. Lux had knocked on the store’s door just as the old man was closing up, explaining that he was in the market for a ferret and would pay top dollar for one that night. The shop owner sold ferrets for cheap, so getting a high price for one had been enticing and worth the inconvenience of staying open late. He’d never even had a chance to unlock the ferrets’ cage before the bloodthirsty vampire sank his fangs into his body.

      Lux drank until the old man was dead and let him slide to the old wooden floor. The animal sounds from the various cages had made the feast a little less enjoyable. Lux turned, gauging his reflection in the store window, and wiped a handkerchief across his mouth to clean off the excess blood. The shop owner apparently ate too much curry, which was common for those who lived in New Egypt. Lux had a shaved head and a short beard. He wasn’t tall or short, but his wide shoulders made him stand out, especially on the crowded streets in the marketplace. He opened the door and waved a figure into the shop.

      Devo poked his head through the open door, his eyes darting to the figure on the ground. After he came in he closed the door and pulled the curtains blocking the windows more neatly into place, hiding the view inside from those on the streets.

      “I thought you were only going to stun him,” Devo said, his tone on edge. He was much taller than Lux, and his dark brown hair was thick. His long sideburns framed his large nose and buckteeth. Whereas Lux was all shoulders, Devo was not. His shoulders were about the same width of his hips.

      “I was hungry,” Lux said, striding through the shop full of animals and growling at a cage of monkeys.

      “Well, now I have to do something with him,” Devo said, toeing the lifeless body.

      “Or don’t. What do we care if a body or two is found around the city? Soon it won’t matter,” Lux said, kneeling in front of a cage where bats hung from the top of the wire-framed box.

      “You’re being impulsive again,” Devo warned.

      “And you’re being boring again.” Lux lifted the cage of bats off the stack, a smile lighting his face and his long fangs showing. “We have what we came for, and that’s all that matters. Our masters must have what they need to start their coven. Soon vampires will own this city, so who cares if they find a dead man’s body tonight? Let it serve as a warning.” Lux laughed loudly before turning for the exit at the back of the shop, the one that led into a dusty alleyway. The streets of New Egypt would soon be quiet, which would be the perfect time to create new vampires for the coven.
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            Author Notes - Sarah Noffke

          

          October 2, 2017

        

      

    

    
      Each book in this series gets more fun to write than the last. This one gave me the opportunity to research and introduce some new folklore creatures. As often happens with writing, I’m surprised by how everything comes together. First I find something while researching about Will-o-Wisps. Then I learn about pookas. And then bam! I’m able to tie them together. The kitsune and kelpie were another example of how separate pieces got tied together. You’d think I planned for this kind of stuff, but you’d be wrong.

      Let’s talk about Manx, my new favorite character. That fairy can do everything! I loved the opportunity to have this cat-dog-rabbit-fox-raven-horse. After my best friend read the book (she’s always my first reader. I call her First Chair), she told me that she loved pookas. I was like, why didn’t you tell me before and save me from doing all this damn research. Of course, she’d forgotten all about them until she read the book. However, that’s when she informed me that the movie Harvey featured a pooka. I had no idea that’s what the big bunny was considered. An old classic movie that my mother made me watch as a kid. Guess I’m glad she did.

      As with all my books, I stuck in many things from my own life. The Pilates studio that Azure and Ever visits is the one I go to often. And the organic store next to it is also a thing. I had to go to my instructor and tell her that I put this all in the book. She kind of laughed about the spin classes, but then gave me a strange look. I guess people don’t like being called out on their illogical behavior. Anyway, just so you know, I don’t partake in the spin classes. I’ve been known to walk on a treadmill though. Actually I wrote six books on a treadmill, but that’s a story for another time.

      I really enjoyed this arc, but I’m really looking forward to the next one. Azure and the gang will be traveling off to New Egypt where they will definitely run into some vampires. I’ve never written a vampire book, but I’ve done witches and werewolves, so this just seems overdo at this point. Thanks for reading and supporting me. It’s because of readers that I can do what I love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Martha Carr

          

          October 17, 2017

        

      

    

    
      It’s late at night, at least for me. These days every minute is accounted for because I still work a corporate day job and every other minute is spent building a universe. I take breaks to swim laps or take yoga classes and Lois Lane, wonder dog makes sure we go for plenty of walks and play the occasional game of tag. Some days it doesn’t go as expected. I drove to the gym to swim laps and realized on the way I forgot my towel. Kept going! Then my goggles broke in the locker room. Not giving up! Walked out to the front desk and they let me borrow a pair from lost and found. Then realized I didn’t check the schedule and the high school team was practicing. Waited a minute! Lane opened up and swam my little heart out. That’s kind of how things are going. Small things pop up like a giant whack-a-mole game and I have to go ask for help, figure out an alternative (I sat on my jacket on the way home, dripping wet…), and just hung in there. The swimming was great!

      And it’s all worth it.

      The enthusiasm fans have already for all things Oriceran is overwhelming, fun, and feels like we’re all in a giant clubhouse! It helps that we’ve even started a private Facebook Group – Oriceran Fans (we let in anyone who plays nice). And, it’s only been 10 weeks since we unleashed the universe on the world. Magic Mike reminds me of that from time to time. So many great series underway – Sarah Noffke is on Book Four with House of Terran! More authors to come and everyone is having a great time! I wonder how I got so lucky to be on this ride with all of you! More adventures to follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Publisher Notes - Michael Anderle

          

          October 17, 2017

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for not only reading this story, but also Sarah and Martha’s Author notes and now MINE!

      WOOHOO!

      As you know, I’m a co-Universe creator and the Publisher (LMBPN) on the Oriceran books and co-author with Martha and potentially my own author / future co-writer with others (who knows, this stuff changes so fluidly.)  Either way, I’m jazzed to write THIS publisher note because…

      Well…

      I actually have Publisher news!

      LMBPN went to Frankfurt Germany last week to attend the Frankfurt Book Fair (Largest in the World) and WOW was it huge.

      Just the one convention hall was massive.  But, each massive building had multiple floors across multiple buildings…

      Plus a huge courtyard with temporary buildings (walls of plastic sheeting with windows and doors…It was rather cool.)

      There was a lot to learn, and a lot to learn about our ‘little’ company. First, the book business is HUGE. Billions of dollars.

      We are a tiny fraction of income compared to the big guys that you lift up the little mat to find our speck underneath.

      But, compare us to the small and medium folks and we stand out.

      Compare what we do month to month, and we grow even larger.

      Here in October of 2017, we will release about 15 books (depending if any push-backs happen).  Even if we ‘only’ did 12, that is still a large number of releases. We can afford to do so many, because we don’t have to deal with print right away.

      Now, the challenge is print gets you in the bookstores and not the POD (Print On Demand) we do now, but rather print a chunk of books and place them with a distributor. This is something we will be working on, and the Frankfurt Book Fair allowed us to find (in all places) a distributor for our English work… In Germany.

      I’d like to find a distributor here in America, but so far it hasn’t happened. I think we might have a name of one I’d like to chase down, but with writing, editing, covers and everything else, it keeps slipping down the priority list.

      ORICERAN IS ALREADY HUGE…Ish.

      I’d like to thank YOU the readers and our Author Collaborators for making Oriceran a ‘big’ Urban Fantasy Universe already!

      In less than 90 days, we have gone from one small title with one collaborator, to thirteen titles with five different main authors and many more books coming out!

      All of you have purchased a little over 15,000 eBooks, and those in Kindle Unlimited have read a bit over 6,000,000 pages since July 31st.

      That is pretty phenomenal!

      This is our first 90 days, in the next 180 days, I suspect we should be about 50 books released in the Universe and multiple audio books.

      The world is a changing ;-)

      THANK YOU for making this new publishing effort such a ride!

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael Anderle

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New Egypt

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The lantern light barely lit the large lobby. That was fine, because Cordelia didn’t need much light—she could see fine in the dark. She pulled her fangs from the man’s neck and his head lolled back. He had been a vegetarian, which was not her favorite type of victim. Those who fed on meat had richer blood, but for now she couldn’t be picky.

      Turning her attention to her companion on the other side of the table, Cordelia released the dead man’s body and let it slide to the floor without a thought. She pulled an embroidered handkerchief from her bosom and dabbed it on the corners of her lips to wipe away the blood. When her lips were clean she dropped the handkerchief on the dead man’s body, her eyes still pinned on Hamilton.

      Her partner was dressed in a traditional blue British suit, which was cut close to the body, and he also wore a clever grin. It was one of her favorite things about him.

      “You always look like you’ve got a secret that you’re deciding if you should tell or not,” Cordelia remarked.

      “I have many secrets, but you know most of them,” Hamilton said.

      “Most?” she asked, her head tilted to the side with a playful look buzzing in her brown eyes. Cordelia wore a red gothic Victorian dress, a fashion she’d fallen in love with when on Earth in the thirteenth century. Now most on that planet didn’t put the same effort into their dress. Jeans? What were those?  Pushing one of her black curls off her shoulder, she stared around the hotel. This morning it was bustling with guests and had a large waitstaff.

      The owner was now lying dead on the floor at Cordelia’s feet. It hadn’t been difficult to get into his mind and make him evacuate the hotel and fire most of the staff, emptying the hotel. What had been difficult was convincing Hamilton that the Palm Hotel would be the perfect place for their coven to grow and flourish.

      “You still don’t like it, do you?” she asked him. His discerning green eyes scanned the walls, which were covered in old tapestries, and the small palm trees flanking the fountain and pool that ran the length of the lobby. The ceiling, some thirty feet in height, was covered in a colorful mosaic depicting the Nile River filled with fishing boats, the sun setting in the east. New Egypt wasn’t exactly like its counterpart on Earth, but it was close enough that sometimes Cordelia forgot which planet she was on. She preferred Oriceran, which was why they’d decided to return to it after so many decades. Well, and it was the only place vampires could be created the right way.

      Hamilton wrinkled his nose, sniffing. “It’s not so much that I don’t like it, but rather that the hotel smells like…”

      “Humans?” Cordelia completed his sentence.

      “Well, and witches, Light Elves, gnomes, and all the other rubbish who have stayed here.” The lanternlight danced over the curves of Hamilton’s face. He had high cheekbones like his father and the same sharp eyebrows framed his green eyes, but he had his mother’s black hair and her Elvish ears. However, the silver streak that ran through the hair on the side of his head was unique to him. Every vampire’s soul mark was unique. When Cordelia had been turned many centuries ago in the streets of London, a purplish birth mark in the shape of a dagger had appeared on her left shoulder blade.

      Too keenly she remembered when she’d lost her soul. Most mourned for a bit when they lost their magic and became a vampire, a beast that sucks the blood of others. However, Cordelia recognized from the beginning that the change was the best thing that had ever happened to her. She was immortal now and yes, lacked magic, but was even more powerful, having unmatched strength and mind control.

      Hamilton pushed away from the small table at which he was sitting, crossing one leg over the other. “The hotel will do, although I wish it had a bit more history. It could also be grander, somehow.” He flung his hand in a circle, indicating the columns plated in gold and the custom furniture.

      “I promise, dear, that we will trade up. First we build our coven, making it strong with only the brightest and boldest vampires. Then, when we take over the kingdom of New Egypt, we can upgrade,” Cordelia said, snapping her fingers. “Lux? Devo?” She pursed her ruby-red lips, disapproval heavy in her stare.

      A tall man with two chins and small eyes appeared in the archway. “Yes, Madam? What may I do for you?”

      Cordelia pointed to the man bleeding onto the Persian rug beside her, although there wasn’t much blood left in him. “Devo, where have you been? The hotel owner has been dead for several minutes.”

      Devo bowed a few times as he started forward. “My apologies, Madam. Lux and I were trying to choose which room we would take.” He called over his shoulder, “Lux!”

      The other vampire’s figure blurred as he sped forward, but Lux became visible when he halted just in front of Cordelia. He was much shorter than Devo, with square shoulders. His head was bald, but he had no trouble growing a thick beard. Lux knelt on one knee and offered her a hand, seeming not to notice the dead man next to him. “My lady, I hear we’ve disappointed you. Please accept my apologies.”

      Cordelia drew in a long breath and let it out as she dismissed Lux, then looked at Hamilton. “We really need to be particular about those we turn into vampires. I don’t want any more duds.”

      Lux grimaced as he took the dead man’s hands. Devo already had his feet, and they lifted the body and carried it from the lobby.

      “Oh, and boys?” Cordelia called when they were almost gone.

      “Yes, Madam?” Lux asked, sounding less enthusiastic than before.

      “I left you each a present in the walk-in freezer. You might want to thaw them a bit, but their blood should warm up fast since I suspect their hearts are still beating. I only sent the tourists in there a little while ago for safekeeping.”

      “Madam, you are too kind. Thank you,” Lux said, a smile breaking across his face.
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      A scream sent Azure into a full sprint. She nearly tripped on her yellow gown as she rounded the corner and pushed through the swinging door to the kitchens. The chef, a round woman with a full head of orange curls, had her hands clapped over her mouth, and her wide eyes were staring at Manx. The pooka was in his black stallion form, his narrowed eyes beams of white light as he stared down at the pudgy woman. He huffed and put his head into a large pot on the stove.

      Azure let out a sigh of relief. “It’s okay, Matilda. This is Manx. He’s a pooka, and completely… Well, maybe not completely harmless, but I assure you there’s nothing to scream about.”

      The old witch was visibly shaking as she continued to stare at the stallion, who was polishing off whatever had been simmering in the pot. “I saw a raven sitting on the rack of pots.” Matilda gestured overhead. “When I went to shoo the pest, it transformed into a stallion right before my eyes. What kind of magic is this?”

      Azure strode forward, wrapping an arm around the chef’s shoulder and leading her away from Manx, who was now making quite the mess. Split pea soup splashed from the pot as he ate his way to the bottom. “Manx is a pooka, a fairy who can shift into different forms. He’s mischievous, and apparently hungry. I’ll take care of him.”

      Matilda nodded, her eyes dazed. So many in Virgo had never left the comforts of the kingdom, and had therefore lived very sheltered lives. Since Azure began her rule she’d introduced Light Elves, Gnomes, werecats, pixies, and now a pooka into the ancient land. Her people, especially those in the House of Enchanted, were getting quite an education in diversity.

      “Queen Azure, is it too much to ask to not allow your new friend Manx in my kitchen? It’s a huge task to feed the House,” Matilda asked. Every day her staff served hundreds of meals to those who visited the House on business. Her job made the witch very uptight, and often she could be found fretting nervously like a windup doll that had been over-cranked.

      A loud clang made both witches start slightly. Manx’ ferocious assault on the soup had knocked the pot off the stove and it landed on the tile floor, where he continued licking it clean.

      “No, that’s not too much to ask. Don’t you worry—I’ll take care of Manx. Why don’t you take a break? Maybe stroll through the gardens and get some fresh air? It will do you good. I’ll have the kitchen clean and empty in ten minutes,” Azure said, ushering the older witch out into the corridor.

      Matilda nodded, wringing her hands in her damp apron. “Okay, you’re right. But I have to make a new batch, so I can’t be gone for too long.”

      “I do believe if the queen mother doesn’t have soup before dinner she’ll survive,” Azure said.

      “I don’t mean to overstep my bounds and I realize the queen mother is your grandmother, but she doesn’t take well to not having her aperitif and soup. I’ve only made that mistake once,” Matilda said. She wore her lavender soul stone around her neck, just as Azure once had. Absentmindedly Azure clutched for the soul stone that used to warm her chest. Of course her fingertips found nothing, because her stone was gone forever.

      “Don’t you worry about the queen mother. I’ll take care of her if there’s no soup. But knowing you, which I have my whole life, you’ll make a new batch in no time.” Azure pushed open the swinging door and paused, watching as Matilda scuttled away, shaking her head.

      Azure straightened, pressing the fabric of her dress down, and cleared her throat as she turned to the stallion, who took up a major portion of the large kitchen. Manx flicked his tail, his head still buried in the pot. He made a great deal of noise licking up the last few drops.

      Again Azure cleared her throat, crossing her arms in front of her chest, and Manx’ muscles spasmed along his back. He was a beautiful creature, albeit more impish than most. When he lifted his head, his mouth was covered in green froth and his eyes were dazed.

      “Manx,” Azure said, her tone punishing, “I thought we discussed not turning into a stallion inside the House of Enchanted.”

      The large black stallion was replaced by a small plump furry black bunny. He twitched his nose and lifted onto his back legs to show he was the cutest thing ever.

      “Don’t you try that on me,” Azure warned, but her tough act started to crack.

      “I was so very hungry, my lady. So hungry. And the only way I could reach the pot of soup was as a stallion. I didn’t know it would frighten the chef so badly,” Manx said.

      “You also don’t appear very concerned that you did.” Azure tapped her foot impatiently.

      “Who can think clearly when eating homemade split pea soup? You know that before I came here I had to catch my own game and eat it raw.” Manx said this with great offense, as if it had been the most disgusting thing ever.

      “It sounds like I’m enabling you by providing all your meals. Maybe I should still make you hunt? That would keep you honest.”

      The bunny’s ears perked up. “Speaking of honest, you might want to move out of the way of the swinging door.”

      Azure did as she was told, flattening herself against the wall. A moment later a hoof knocked the door open and Blisters trotted into the kitchen as Buzz Buzz flew over his head. The unicorn looked around, his big eyes wide with excitement.

      “Matilda isn’t here right now, but she won’t mind if we test the whipped cream for the pudding. That’s my job—she calls me the ‘Official Taste Tester.’ Says it’s important. I think it’s more important than being queen, but don’t tell Azure that,” Blisters said to the pixie, who had spotted Azure at once.

      Buzz Buzz pointed in Azure’s direction. Her hands were waving wildly, but only nonsensical rambling came from her mouth. Blisters trotted over to the oversized icebox and opened it with his horn. A large bowl occupied the middle shelf, much too high for Blisters to get to easily. Azure simply watched, exchanging looks with Manx, who sat discreetly on the ground.

      “All I have to do…” Blisters put his front hooves on the shelf under the whipped cream and nudged his horn under the bowl. It slid forward a little, but mostly remained level. Blisters rammed his hoof hard into the icebox’ back wall and the bowl shot forward, spilling half its contents onto the tiny unicorn’s head.

      Azure yanked out her wand and directed it at the bowl, making it and its spilled contents freeze in the air. She floated it back into the shelf, pushing it to the back where it would be safe, and closed the icebox door securely.

      Blisters’ tongue wiped across his mouth. Buzz Buzz grabbed a towel and went to work cleaning the whipped cream off his head, muttering frantically the entire time. The unicorn turned, looking lost. “Did I do that? Has my witch magic finally come to me?”

      Blisters froze when he set eyes on Azure—everything started to compute. He backed up a few feet, cowering slightly, and Buzz Buzz flew protectively in front of him. The pixie’s sparkly wings moved fast as she hovered.

      “Is it too much to ask that all the hooved creatures stay out of the kitchen?” Azure asked, her voice overflowing with frustration.

      “Queen Azure!” Blisters squealed. “You didn’t hear me earlier when I said… Anyway, you’re looking lovely. Yellow is a nice color on you. Not as nice as pink, but everyone looks great in pink. Well, not Gillian. Pink would wash him out, but please don’t tell him that. I think I irritate the gnome, although I’m not sure why. Did you say, ‘all hooved creatures?’ Have the horses from the stable been trying to get into the peanut butter in the pantry? I told them all about it. Buzz Buzz doesn’t think they can understand me, but I think my distant cousins know more than we all believe.”

      Azure allowed a smile onto her face. How could she not? Blisters never knew when to shut up, about like Monet. “I wasn’t referring to the horses.”

      “Oh, well, then who?” Blisters asked, staring around. Even though he was quite short by unicorn standards, he still hadn’t spotted Manx a few feet away. The bunny was inconspicuous while sitting still.

      The bunny disappeared and Manx’ stallion form filled the space. Blisters sprinted forward, hiding behind Azure’s legs and nearly stabbing her with his horn.

      “She means me,” Manx said, sounding amused.

      Buzz Buzz shot straight to the ceiling, a safe distance from the pooka, but when she realized what he was she dropped, her face red with anger. She launched into a series of rants, or at least that was what it sounded like.

      Blisters stepped out from behind Azure. “Oh, it’s just Manx. I thought you were a monster.”

      The pooka shook his head, his mane of black hair flying as he did.

      “He is a monster. Your frame of reference is just messed up, Blisters,” Azure said dully.

      Manx morphed into a raven, landed on Azure’s shoulder, and pecked her gently on the ear. “You know I’m no monster. Not to you, anyway.”

      “Stay out of the kitchen or I’ll show you what kind of monster lives in the basement of the House of Enchanted,” Azure said.

      “Oh, threats are fun. I didn’t know you had that in you,” Manx teased.

      “What kind of monster? Oh, no. I won’t be able to sleep now. I’ll have to sleep with Monet again,” Blisters said, scuttling in their direction.

      “There’s no monster, Scabs,” Manx said. “Azure is just trying to make me behave.”

      “His name is ‘Blisters,’ and if you don’t behave I won’t take you with me on my world tour,” Azure said. “Also, there is a monster in the basement. If you don’t believe me, just ask the queen mother. She’ll tell you.”

      “World tour! World tour! I’m going!” Blisters jumped up and down, making a racket each time he landed on the tile floor.

      Azure directed her wand at the kitchen and swept it around. The whipped cream and split pea soup disappeared, along with the dirty pan. “I’m sorry, Blisters, but I really need your help here. I was actually hoping that you’d help Gillian mind the Potions Shop.”

      Blisters backed up, his eyes going wide. “That’s a big job, Queen Azure.”

      “One of the biggest,” Azure agreed with a nod.

      “You’re going to vacation all over Oriceran and leave me to take care of Virgo?” Blisters asked. Buzz Buzz was now curled on his back, fast asleep. The pixie played hard and slept hard.

      Virgo hadn’t been more peaceful in five centuries. The scare of almost losing their magic had put everything into perspective for the witches and wizards. Everyone was cheerier than before, disputes were at a record low, and the good will between the Land of Terran and the new emperor, Azure’s brother, had created a new economic source. Virgo was now exporting large crops of vegetables to Terran, which at first had been a strange thing for the humans to eat.

      “Yes, Blisters, I’m leaving Virgo in your hands. Well, hooves. I can only leave if I know you’ll be watching over things,” Azure said.

      Blisters lifted his head high, looking proud. “I won’t let you down.”

      Azure patted the unicorn on the head and nodded. “I know I can depend on you. Why don’t you go and check in at the Potions Shop? I’ll meet you there.”

      “You got it!” Blisters bounded out of the kitchen so fast and hard that Buzz Buzz slid off his back and fell to the floor with a thud. The unicorn had blown through the swinging door before the pixie recovered from the fall, looking irritated and confused.

      Azure scooped up the pixie and smiled at her. “I’m counting on you to look after Blisters. I can only leave if I know you’re in charge.”

      Buzz Buzz beamed at Azure before launching into a long string of nonsense, then flew through the still-swinging door and disappeared.

      “You’re a wise and tricky queen,” Manx said, still perched on Azure’s shoulder.

      “I’m mostly tricky, so don’t fucking cross me, pooka.”

      Manx lowered his head in respect. “I’d never dream of it, dear Queen.”
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      The atrium was full of humans and witches and wizards, and Azure found it hard to squeeze through. On the far side of the room she saw a face that more and more was a source of comfort to her. She tugged on her father’s arm to get his attention once she had slid through the tightly packed bodies.

      “What’s going on?” Azure mouthed over the loud chatter.

      “Oh, we’ve been meaning to tell you, but with the world tour you’ve had your hands full. We’ve invited many of the officials from Terran here. It’s the first time a meeting of this sort has been held,” Richard said.

      Azure’s mother materialized on the other side of Richard, her face bright and full of life, and threaded her arm through Richard’s. She smiled all the time these days. As Queen she had always looked quietly stressed, but now she was neither Queen nor alone. Being together hadn’t been easy for them in the beginning, but it absolutely felt natural now.

      “Azure, it’s a beautiful precedent. More and more we’re opening our borders. Just imagine what you’ll accomplish on your world tour,” Emeri said, squeezing Richard’s arm. He pulled her into him and kissed the top of her emerald-green head.

      “Wow, this is amazing,” Azure said in almost a yell. Everyone seemed infected with good emotions, as if they were contagious. “I’m headed to the Potions Shop, but I’ll see you both before I set off tomorrow morning.”

      “Please do,” Richard said, a proud smile on his kind face. Azure’s father being in Virgo was now as normal as the raven still perched on her shoulder. This wasn’t how Virgo had been before—it was better.
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        * * *

      

      The leaves were turning vibrant shades of auburn and fiery orange. Azure loved this time of the year. She kept stopping to pick up pretty leaves until she realized she had a handful.

      “Our queen must have nothing to do if she’s picking up leaves on a leisurely stroll,” Finnegan said, stopping her on the cobbled path that led to the Potions Shop. The ancient wizard didn’t look as grumpy as usual, and he’d had more of a hop in his step of late. Apparently losing and then regaining his magic had put everything into perspective.

      “I’m grateful that the kingdom is in a nice state, although even if it wasn’t I might make time for the simpler things. I’m nothing to my people if I lose my mind due to the stress of the crown,” Azure said. Just then a fairy flew out from where she’d been hiding behind Finnegan’s beard.

      “Oh, leaves! They’re so pretty! I love the colors,” Navi said, flying over to inspect the leaves in Azure’s hands.

      “I knew you’d appreciate them, and I think you’ll love this even more.” Azure stepped back and tossed the assortment of leaves into the air. They rained down on the fairy, making her giggle with delight. She twirled up through the air as the leaves fell.

      Finnegan rolled his eyes at this. “I’ve got something for you to do, since you’re not busy. Since Reynolds awoke from being a statue, he’s up to something. Did you ever find out why the rogue dryads froze him?”

      Azure shook her head. “The agreement was that all crimes were expunged after the rogue dryads unfroze the statues.” Reynolds, Azure’s old tutor, had returned to Virgo once freed from the statue garden in the Dark Forest.

      “I have noticed the old crook walking with the queen mother recently. What do you know about that?” Finnegan asked.

      “I know nothing about it. Who has too much time on his hands now? When did you start keeping tabs on my gran?” Azure asked.

      Finnegan’s mouth popped open with offense. “I’m not keeping tabs, I only wonder if keeping company with a criminal is smart. The queen mother is overseeing the court, and we wouldn’t want her reputation and judgement brought into question.”

      Azure couldn’t help but smile. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate your concern. I’ll pass this along to her, tell her you were looking out for her.”

      “No, don’t,” Finnegan said abruptly. Navi was now inspecting the raven on Azure’s shoulder, and Manx was pretending he didn’t notice the fairy. He loved to aggravate.

      Azure drew back an inch and arched an eyebrow at Finnegan, who had gone slightly pink.

      “If we could, Queen Azure, I think it would be best to keep this between you and me. I wouldn’t want the queen mother to get the wrong idea.”

      Azure thought she knew what was going on here, but saying anything to this stubborn wizard was not going to work. “Well, unfortunately I won’t be able to keep an eye on things since I’m leaving tomorrow. I’m sure Gran and Reynolds have only been catching up. However, on another note, I’m wondering if you would meet with Gran to advise her on what plants I should bring back from my travels.”

      Finnegan’s expression became more neutral as he returned to business. “Yes, and I have the new greenhouse ready. I think your idea of providing a separate place for the foreign plants is smart.”

      “I do believe you just gave me a compliment, Finnegan. Is planet Insta in retrograde?”

      Finnegan waved Azure off. “I’m not complimenting you, as much as the person who taught you about herbs and plants.”

      That sounded about right. “Yes, he is an extremely intelligent man, but as ornery as a centaur on a night of full moons.”

      Navi, who had been buzzing around failing to get Manx’ attention, shot over and stood on Finnegan’s shoulder. “She’s right! You’re one cantankerous man.”

      Finnegan brushed the fairy off his shoulder. “Does your raven need a snack? He can have this pest.”

      Navi fluttered in the air with her hands fisted on her hips.

      “Manx is quite full, since he just ate enough soup to feed the entire House of Enchanted.”

      Finnegan offered his trademark skeptical look, pulling his mouth to the side. “Exaggeration is not a becoming trait, especially in a queen.”

      “But it’s true! Manx, tell him,” Azure stuttered.

      With a serious expression, Manx lifted his head. “It’s true that I’m a raven.”

      Finnegan shook his head. “As I can see.” He returned his attention to Azure. “And yes, I’d be happy to advise Sari on foreign plants that would be of use to us here in Virgo.”

      “Good. I’ll be communicating with Gran by scrying. Please meet with her soon.”

      An almost smile sprang to Finnegan’s mouth. “If you insist.”

      Azure bowed slightly to the wizard before strolling past him to the Potions Shop down the walkway.
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        * * *

      

      The Potions Shop was bursting with witches and wizards when Azure entered, and a bell hanging from the door chimed as she shut it. The shop had never been this packed. Were they running a sale on raccoon bile? She couldn’t understand why there was hardly anywhere to stand. She squeezed past a group of witches who were discussing potion ingredients for treating varicose veins.

      Above the head of the crowd she spotted Laurel, who had a large bottle of greenish liquid held over her head as she tried to get through. “Coming through. Pardon me,” the werecat said. The witches around her hardly noticed her, which right then was irritating since she was trying to get by. However, for Laurel, it had been a dream come true not to be noticed. She hadn’t thought a day would come when people didn’t stare at her cat face. Azure had assured her that she’d be a part of Virgo in no time, and she was proud that she had been right. Now she just had to convince the rulers of Lancothy that this was true for them as well when outside of the kingdom.

      “Laurel,” Azure called, bobbing around behind the witches. They noticed her when they heard her voice and bowed in unison.

      “Queen Azure, a pleasure to see you,” the witch in the front said, standing. She had dark blue hair and a bit of beard, which Azure tried not to stare at.

      “The pleasure is all mine.” Azure smiled politely at the group. “Laurel, would you please help me?”

      Laurel looked relieved when the witches parted, and pulled the large bottle down from overhead before scuttling forward. She placed the bottle on a shelf next to Azure. “Queen Azure, just doing some last-minute stocking before the trip.”

      The witches did an awful job of pretending not to eavesdrop. Azure smiled at them again, this time as a message. “Good to see you all, but if you’ll excuse us?” They nodded and cleared out of the shop, making it less crowded all of a sudden.

      “What’s going on here?” Azure asked, gesturing at the many patrons.

      “You haven’t been here in a while when the shop was open, have you?” Laurel asked.

      Azure shook her head. She didn’t remember the last time she’d been to the Potions Shop during the day. She usually only went there at night when it was closed to help Monet stock, or just to get away from the House of Enchanted.

      “It’s like this from the time we open until we close. I don’t know how Gillian will manage when we leave on the trip,” Laurel said.

      “If anyone can manage it’s Gillian, but I don’t understand. Why is the shop so popular now?”

      A ghost of a smile made the corners of Laurel’s mouth twitch. “It’s better if you see it with your own eyes.” The werecat grabbed Azure’s forearm and pulled her through the crowd to the front, where there was a large table set up with cauldrons and bottles. A fire burned in the hearth behind it and a cauldron hung over it, sending blue smoke up the chimney. Monet, behind the table, leaned across it and pointed at an open book. A wizard with orange hair and a petulant expression stood on the other side.

      “I don’t care what this useless book told you. Roly-polies are of no use in an ingrown toenail potion. If you swap them out for cricket antennas it will work,” Monet said, shoving the book back at the wizard.

      “Next.” Monet motioned the person forward, a witch who towered a foot over him. Her long flowing yellow hair was pulled back, and her purple soul stone had been fashioned into the clip that held it. She leaned down and whispered to Monet and he nodded, seeming to understand at once.

      “Over there. Second shelf, third from the right. Take it every morning and you’ll see results,” he said to the witch. A wide grin overtook her face as she wrung Monet’s hand to express her gratitude.

      “Gillian, the Good Neighbor potion is ready,” Monet said, motioning the next patron over.

      From behind the table Gillian popped up, his head and his green eyes coming even with its surface. “How do you know?”

      “I can smell it,” Monet said, still discussing something with a client.

      “I’m in the middle of sorting through inventory down here. It’s a mess. Didn’t you ever organize?” Gillian complained.

      “No, I was saving that job for you.” Monet looked up, his eyes finding Azure. “Queeny, get over here and make yourself useful. Get this potion off the flames.”

      Azure bustled behind the table and used a long hook to pull the cauldron off the fire. She set it on a cooling rack.

      Gillian was again sitting on the floor, and he had a few dozen bottles around him. He picked up one, checked the contents, and scribbled on a pad beside him.

      Azure knelt to bring herself level with him. “Doing inventory?”

      Absentmindedly he nodded, not looking up.

      “Are you going to need more assistance to cover the shop while we’re gone? I assigned you Blisters and three other witches just to look after him and clean up his messes. Is that all right?” asked Azure.

      Gillian pointed to three bottles, counting in a whisper. “No, I’m not hungry. Maybe later. Thanks, Laurel.”

      Confused, Azure’s head tilted to the side. “Gillian, are you all right?”

      He lifted his chin and started when he looked directly at her. “Queen Azure, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that was you.” He stumbled to his feet and bowed low to her.

      She encouraged him to relax, waving her hands. “You’re fine, Gillian. Please don’t get up, you’re working.”

      Gillian stared down at the bottles and nodded. “Yes, and it takes my full concentration. We go through supplies faster than I can organize them.”

      “Why is that?” Azure asked, staring around the large shop. The shelves lining the walls burst with ingredients, and in the center were barrels filled with bottles of potions and dispensers that hung from the ceiling from which patrons could fill their own bottles with popular formulas.

      “As worthless as we all thought Monet was, he’s proved us wrong,” Gillian whispered, leaning forward,. “He is an extraordinary potions maker.”

      “I heard that!” Monet said, his back to them as he helped a witch with a large boil on her cheek.

      Gillian shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like it. He might know more about potions than anyone I’ve ever heard of.”

      Azure smiled proudly. “I’m not surprised. That was why I appointed him Potions Master.”

      “I’ve wondered from the beginning what you saw in him, and now I might have a clue,” Gillian said, jerking his thumb at the bottle in front of him.

      Azure smiled with pride. “There’s a lot more to Monet than just knowing potions. If he has deceived you into thinking he was useless, you have played right into his act. I’m certain he pulls us all into the ruse just so everyone underestimates him and then is stunned when he saves the day.”

      Gillian pulled his brown bowler hat off his head and mopped his forehead with the handkerchief he took from his breast pocket. “Well, then he won, because I’m thoroughly shocked.”

      “I’m a bit worried that you’ll need more assistance to manage the shop when we leave,” Azure said.

      Gillian dismissed her concern with a shake of his head before placing his hat back on. “It won’t be like this, don’t worry. Sure, people will stop in for ingredients, but most come to get advice from Monet.”

      “You know quite a bit about potions, though,” Azure said.

      “I don’t know nearly as much as he does. It’s like he has a special instinct for them. He can feel when a potion is off. My expertise is limited to what I’ve read in books.”

      “So you’ll be all right?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, I’ll be fine, thank you.” Gillian’s eyes drifted to the ingredients at his feet. “My apologies, Your Majesty, but I must get back to work.”

      “No apologies necessary.” Azure settled on the floor next to Gillian, pushing her gown to the side so it wasn’t in the way. “But I’m not going anywhere until you’re caught up. Tell me how I can help.”

      Gillian paused, his mouth popping open. “Shouldn’t you be packing? You leave tomorrow morning.”

      “I am leaving tomorrow, which is why I should help you now.” Azure extended a hand, combing her fingers through the air. “Hand me the inventory sheet. Together we can knock this out twice as fast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun wasn’t even up when something woke Azure. She peeled open one eye to find Finswick sitting on her chest, his tail on her face. She pushed to a sitting position and tossed the cat off her. “Why do you have your ass in my face?” she asked, wiping the hair clinging to her cheek away.

      “Oh, you’re awake! Great, we can get on the road now,” Finswick said from the corner of the large bed.

      Azure let out a sigh of frustration. “Very cute. Yes I’m awake, but we’re not leaving until the planned time.”

      “You realize that you’re the queen and can do whatever you like?”

      Azure eyed the clock on her bedside table. “Firstly, Monet probably went to bed an hour ago. Secondly, I’m  the queen, which means I can banish you if you don’t keep your butt out of my face while I’m sleeping.”

      Finswick lifted his chin high in the air. “I, as your familiar, am linked to you. If you banish me, you’ll banish a part of yourself. Hurt me and you’ll feel pain.”

      “Is that how it works? I think you’re making it up,” Azure challenged.

      “Only one way to find out.” Finswick leapt from the bed, pawing at the door to Azure’s room and opening it. “Chop chop. The sun will be up in an hour. Let’s get going.”

      Azure rolled her eyes and pushed the large comforter off of her legs, muttering to herself, “I have a feeling I’m going to regret allowing that cat to come on this trip.”
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        * * *

      

      “Finswick, have you seen my hiking boots?” Azure called to the other room, where she could hear the cat clawing up the chaise lounge that sat in the corner.

      The scratching stopped. “Yes. Your gran used a disappearing spell on them last night while you were sleeping,” Finswick said, a laugh in his voice.

      Azure pulled her head out of the giant armoire, confused. “What? Why would the batty old woman do that?”

      “Because if she can’t find them then she can’t wear them,” Finswick said in a voice meant to impersonate her gran’s.

      “That damn witch.” Azure pulled the only pair of boots she could find from her closet and held up the knee-high footwear with a sneer. “She obviously wants me to break my neck, by the looks of it.”

      “Probably, but she also said you had to keep up appearances while you were on the world tour, and muddy boots and a scraggly ponytail wouldn’t cut it.” Finswick peered around the open door, rubbing against it. “She actually washed me and brushed me with argan oil.”

      Azure eyed the black and white cat. He did look sleeker. “Well, then are you planning on doing my hair? Because if not, then I’m throwing this mess into a ponytail.” She indicated her messy blue hair.

      “I’ll do your hair if it will get you out of here quicker.”

      “Why are you so antsy to get out of Virgo?” Azure asked.

      “I’ve never been outside these borders. For a hundred years I’ve watched over you and the House of Enchanted, and now It’s my turn to have the adventure. Do you know that they have rats the size of small dogs in New Egypt?” Finswick asked, looking interested in her answer.

      Azure grimaced. “That’s disgusting. On second thought, we’re not going to that kingdom.”

      “The hell we’re not. I’m catching one of those rodents and mounting its head over our bed.”

      Azure turned and looked at her canopy bed. “Uh, yeah, I don’t think so, Fin.”

      “Get dressed! Your breakfast is already cold.”

      “I haven’t even ordered it yet,” Azure protested.

      “Yes, but I did. It was delivered an hour ago, when you should have been up.”

      Azure huffed, but smiled inside. She was secretly thrilled for Finswick. He did deserve this trip. They’d see so much of Oriceran together, but it would be different than her other adventures because there would be no dangers. They could just sit back, enjoy the scenery, and relax.

      “I’d be ready, but I can’t find my hiking pants…” Azure trailed away. “Wait, the old witch again?”

      Finswick nodded. “She put a disappearing spell on anything that made you look common. Put on a dress and let’s go.”

      “I can’t travel in a dress. That nutty old bag is out of her mind,” Azure said. She pulled a black skirt from the wardrobe. It wasn’t exactly appropriate for hiking, but it was better than the jewel-encrusted gowns in the armoire. The plain shirt she found next must have slipped by Gran too.

      Azure threw on her clothes and plaited her hair into a loose braid. She was just about to head out of her chamber when she paused in the doorway. Something on the table caught her eye. Drago’s knife winked at her from the table, its shiny hilt catching the light from the fire, so she doubled back and grabbed it. The orc’s hand-forged weapon had served her well before. Maybe it would come in handy again if they encountered any danger.
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        * * *

      

      “What in the hell?” Azure stepped out of the House to find a burgundy carriage encrusted with bits of gold and pulled by four green dragons.

      “You’d better watch your tongue when you’re gallivanting about,” Gran said from the bottom of the stairs. She turned back to the carriage, focusing her attention on the coachman, who wore long black robes and a large matching hat. “Are you sure they don’t breathe fire?”

      The wizard, who had a bluish-silver beard, smiled around the pipe in his mouth. “Mademoiselle, you asked for kind dragons and I have delivered. These are Baltic Long-tooths. They are docile, and extremely trainable” the wizard said, his voice thick with a foreign accent.

      The green dragons had lowered their horned faces and were grazing on the green grass of the lawn. They swished their tails every now and then, but not enough to create any disturbance to the carriage’s hardware. Azure had never seen such well-behaved dragons.

      “What exactly is going on? What is all this?” Azure asked, striding down the stairs. She clenched her long blue robes, she had pulled on, around her neck to keep the morning chill away.

      “Surprise!” Gran said, turning to face her. She was enveloped in a fur-lined robe with a large collar that obscured her neck and part of her chin. “I wanted you to travel in style. Just imagine what the kingdoms will think when you show up in this.”

      “That I’m completely insane?” Azure answered.

      “I was going for eccentric and wealthy.”

      “Gran, you might be able to hide my hiking pants and make me wear these ridiculous boots, but there’s no way I will travel across Oriceran in this.” Azure pointed to the carriage, which was lined with gold silk and had a gargoyle perched on each corner.

      Gran looked at Azure, disapproval heavy in her eyes. “Where did you find that skirt?”

      “Ha! You missed it, old woman. You’ll have to wake up earlier in the morning to put one over on me.”

      “Please rest assured that your commoner clothing will all be burned while you’re gone. Now, I’ve gone ahead and loaded the carriage with gowns so I expect you to change and wear appropriate dress when traveling into the other realms.” Gran looked too pleased with herself. Azure should have known that the old woman’s silence of late had meant that she was plotting.

      “Gran, there is no way I’ll sit idly in a carriage during the journey. I want to ride! And there can’t possibly be room for my entire party in there,” Azure said, pointing at the small vehicle. It looked like it would provide a dangerously bumpy ride.

      “There’s room if you and Ever squeeze in close and you make Monet sit on top,” Gran said with a devilish smile.

      “Speaking of Monet, apparently he’s one step ahead of you.” In the distance Monet rode over the rolling green hills on a beautiful palomino. Behind him Laurel rode on a mostly white horse and Ever was in the rear on a reddish apache and was ponying another behind it. Manx ran behind them in horse form, but once he spotted Azure he sped up. The black stallion overtook the rest and halted with a huff.

      “What are these?” Gran asked, pointing at the horses.

      “Wow, your gran is going senile,” Monet said, in a loud whisper to Azure.

      “You have no idea. The antique has lost her damn mind,” Azure said, pointing at the carriage. “She expects me to ride in that.”

      “It’s a perfectly adequate conveyance for a queen. I would have been honored to travel Oriceran in such a ride,” Gran said.

      “I think I’ll take a horse, if it’s all the same to you,” Azure said, smiling politely at the coachman as he disembarked.

      “Are my services not needed?” the man asked.

      “No, you’ll still have to deliver my granddaughter’s trunks to her locations. And when she wises up and realizes I was right, she’ll join you,” Gran said to him.

      He nodded, bowing slightly to Gran before turning to Azure. “I look forward to accompanying you on your journey, Mademoiselle. My name is Oak, and I will provide you safe travel as well as the protection of my dragons. They sense evil, and have many mysterious ways of banishing it.” Oak extended his hand to Azure, which she wrung. How could she refuse such an offer? Although it did seem absurd to have this man travel across Oriceran just to transport a bunch of frilly dresses.

      “Thank you. I’m really intrigued by your dragons. You called them…”

      “Baltic Long-tooths,” Oak said supplied. “They are wickedly wonderful creatures.”

      “They sound about like someone I know,” Azure said, casting a sideways glance at her gran.

      Ever had dismounted and stepped to Azure’s side, but was not really looking at her. “So we will ride in a caravan? That seems like a smart approach.”

      “Orrrrrrrr?” Monet asked with one finger in the air and a mischievous look on his pale face.

      “Or what?” Azure asked, intrigued to find out what he’d offer.

      “Or we race in teams to the first location, New Egypt. First one there gets one thousand points. We will do it for each new place,” Monet said in a rehearsed fashion.

      “What are the points good for?” Azure asked, although she had a sneaky suspicion she already knew.

      “Bragging rights!” Monet said victoriously, raising his finger all the way into the air.

      Azure shrugged and turned to Ever and Laurel. “Fine with me. What do you think?”

      “I’m not so sure…” Laurel said, staring at her horse. She didn’t look comfortable riding yet, but then it took practice.

      “Well, as long as you ride in the carriage in the cities, I for one love the idea. I will send word to the kingdoms—it will give them something to look forward to. Who will they spot first? Team One,” Gran said, pointing to Azure and Ever, “or Team Two?” She pointed to Monet and Laurel.

      “What about me?” Oak asked, thrusting his thumbs into his sides.

      “You’re Team Three, and my money is on you and the dragons,” Gran said slyly.

      “Wait, who said you get to decide teams?” Monet asked.

      “Age and experience. The Light Elf with the witch, the werecat with the wizard. It’s basic math,” Gran said, hiding a sneaky grin.

      “What about me?” Finswick asked from beside Azure, offense in his voice.

      “You’re with me, of course,” Azure said, hoping to keep him happy. He’d been looking forward to this so much.

      “Then you’re with us, Manx,” Monet said to the black stallion. Manx turned into a small black cat and arched his back in protest in front of Finswick.

      “May the best cat win,” Manx said, narrowing his eyes at the other feline.

      “Well, since poser cats can’t win, it looks like I have this in the bag,” Finswick said as Azure scooped him up. She handed him to Gran to hold while she got onto her horse, then took her familiar and positioned him safely in front of her.

      Azure gave her gran a look and winked before facing forward. Goodbyes had never been their thing. She’d hugged her mom and dad the night before, but there would be no such demonstration between her and Gran.

      “Okay, so we’re off on a great race?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, off to New Egypt to win a thousand bragging points,” Monet said.

      Azure cast a sideways look at Ever. “Come on, partner. Let’s show them how to do this.” And they set off, leaving the carriage and Gran in the dust.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Manx, in raven form, flew over Azure’s and Ever’s heads. Without warning he dropped down into stallion form, making them yank hard on their reins to avoid running into him.

      “Damn it, Manx! If you weren’t so fucking big then I’d just run over you,” Azure threatened. The pooka changed back into a raven and flapped his wings to gain height.

      “I don’t think you mean that, Queen,” he squawked down.

      Azure’s horse gained speed again, but Monet and Laurel were now a good distance off now.

      “We can catch up,” Ever encouraged.

      “Yeah, if Manx will stop messing with us.” Azure angled her horse to the side, trying to get out from underneath the raven overhead.

      He swooped down again, this time changing into a small black fox. Azure was just about to trample the fox who was resting on the ground, looking up at her with large eyes. She jerked the reins, nearly dumping herself off her horse.

      “For fuck’s sake, are you trying to kill me?” she yelled.

      Manx shifted to back to a raven, a satisfied expression on his bird face. “No, but now I’ve proven my point. You won’t run me over.”

      “I didn’t, but things could change.” Azure threw her hand wide. “Look how far in the lead they are now.” Monet and Laurel were just spots in the distance.

      “Hey, follow me. I know a short cut.” Ever angled his horse into a ravine off the mountain ridge the others had taken.

      “How do you know a shortcut? You’re not even from Virgo.” It would be a while before they hit the border.

      Ever dipped his chin and flashed her a rebellious smile. “Knowing the land is in my blood. I learn it quickly.”

      Azure directed her horse to follow Ever. “Okay, well let’s hope you’re right, because I want those points.”

      “Don’t worry. You picked the right partner for this race. Now we just have to work on sabotage.” Ever pointed up at the ridge, where Monet and Laurel could be seen up ahead. Azure and the Light Elf had already made up some of the distance.

      “Sabotage, eh?” Azure shot Finswick a look. “What do you think?”

      “I think Monet is a snake and you should surround him with his kind,” Finswick said.

      “Good idea.” Azure pulled her wand from her robe, directed it into the distance, and muttered an incantation.

      From the sky, just in front of Monet and Laurel six snakes dropped through the air and landed at the feet of their horses, who reacted immediately by bucking  and nearly throwing off their riders. It had been a mean trick, but Azure knew the two would mostly find it funny.

      “Damn you, Queen Jerk-Face!” Monet’s voice echoed back. Manx dove again, turning into a dog this time and racing after the snakes.

      “Good one,” Ever said. They sped up to maximize their time while the others were distracted.

      “Will we make New Egypt by nightfall?” Azure asked.

      “At this pace we will make it before lunch.” Ever rode just in front of Azure, his back straight and eyes scanning the upcoming territory. It was true that few understood the land better than Ever. Azure felt safe with him. He was competent, and relied on his instincts in a way she’d never seen before. That was one reason she’d asked him to accompany them on this trip.

      “How is your father?” Azure asked, pulling her horse next to his when the path widened.

      Ever brought his piercing blue eyes away from the land and looked directly at Azure. “He’s never been so happy. Like many in Virgo, he’s been reset and realizes how much he took for granted before he was frozen into a statue.”

      “It appears that many have benefited from what could have been an incredible tragedy,” Azure observed.

      Finswick yawned and curled up, looking strangely comfortable on the neck of the horse.

      “He wanted me to pass along his gratitude to you. He says now he understands why I decided to join your council and stay full time in Virgo, although he was surprised at first,” Ever said.

      “Oh, and why is that?” Azure asked.

      “I’ve never stayed anywhere full-time.”

      “I realize that horse isn’t a couch and I’m not a shrink, but you want to dive into the whys and reasons?” Azure asked.

      “I believe those are the same thing,” Ever argued, a clever grin on his mouth.

      “Yes, finally someone gets it. I’m so tired of people saying ‘the reason why.’ It’s repetitive.”

      “Wow!” Ever exclaimed with a laugh. “I didn’t take you for someone who cared much about semantics.”

      “Let’s call it a hobby of sorts.”

      Ever cleared his throat and his jaw tensed. “Belonging in one place always seemed like something other people did. I, on the other hand, was intrigued by new places and opportunities. Why limit myself when the wind blows me every which way?”

      “Which is why things didn’t work out with you and Seraphina, right? You didn’t want to remain on Earth.”

      “Correct.” Ever gazed upward to the ridge; they were ahead of Monet and Laurel now. The snake trick had worked and the ravine was easier to negotiate than the ridge, making their progress faster.

      “What’s changed, that you’re willing to stay in one place?” Azure asked.

      “As long as we’re discussing semantics, willing is the wrong word. Willing makes it sound like a compromise or agreement. I truly want to be there. It feels like… I don’t know, a home of sorts.”

      “Is that a first?” Azure asked.

      “I believe it is,” Ever answered.

      “So back to my question—what changed? Why is Virgo so different from the hundred other places you rejected as long-term options?”

      Ever directed his horse to a pond at the side of the ravine. The water was clear here, having melted recently and flowed down the mountain. Soon, when winter took over, this would all be covered in snow. He halted his horse and dismounted.

      “I think this is the ideal place to take a break and give the horses a chance to rest. We’ve got a clear view of our competition,” he said, pointing up at the ridge. Monet and Laurel weren’t moving fast and looked to be arguing, if the werecat’s jerky arm movements were any indication.

      “Good idea. I can send them another distraction. Thinking the winds are about to pick up for those two,” Azure said, a devilish tone in her voice.

      Ever nodded his approval, pulling the collar of his jacket up to protect him from the chill in the air.  “Just keep the wind out of here.” The only downside to being in the ravine was that there was no sun, so the temperature was significantly lower.

      Azure’s horse found a spot next to Ever’s and they drank. The queen stretched her legs, walking back and forth several times. When she doubled back, she realized Ever had been watching her. “What?”

      He shrugged. “What are you most looking forward to seeing on this tour?”

      “The things I never knew I didn’t know about,” Azure said at once, having already thought about this question.

      Ever scratched the back of his head, a confused look on his face. “Think I’m going to need an explanation, Your Majesty.”

      “I know about Earth, at least enough to know I don’t know anything about it. And I know about the Great Pyramids, both here and on Earth. I can wonder what it would be like to explore them, to try and understand the relationship between our Egypt and the one on Earth. However, there are other things I don’t even know I don’t know about. I can’t begin to ponder the possibilities.”

      “Do you mean like distant planets or cultures or species?” Ever asked.

      “I do, but I also mean simple foods and musical instruments and ideas. I want to know about all of it. I can’t wait to realize I’ve just learned something that I hadn’t even known existed.”

      “So you mean there are things you know, things you know you don’t know, and there’re things you don’t even know you don’t know?” Ever asked.

      “Exactly! I’m going to New Egypt first because I don’t know anything about the kingdom and want to learn, and there will be many new things to learn once I get there.”

      “It goes on forever, this learning thing.”

      “I love it,” Azure said, the excitement making her chest buzz with nerves.

      “That was why I fell in love with traveling in the first place,” Ever admitted.

      “And again we get to my question. Why do you want to call Virgo home now, especially if that’s true for you about traveling?”

      Ever stared into the water, seeming to think about the question. Then his face changed, wrinkles creasing his forehead and his eyes narrowed in concentration. He squatted, his attention taken by something in the pond, and pointed. “What is that?”

      Azure walked over, but didn’t see anything until she was close. Something shiny sparkled from the bottom of the shallow pool.

      Ever reached for the object, but hesitated. Azure had been bitten by enough things in foreign waters to understand his reluctance, so she raised her wand and swiped it. Something broke the surface of the water, splashing the horses as it rose straight into the air. It hovered in place, turning in a circle and giving the two a chance to look it over.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Azure asked. She had only seen one in a book.

      It was silver and had an intricately carved handle, a wide belly, and a long spout.

      “I do believe it is. We’ve found a genie’s lamp,” Ever said.
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      After pulling the flask from his hip, Monet unscrewed it with the hand not holding the reins. He felt the wind from the flapping of Manx’ wings just before the raven appeared beside him, keeping pace easily.

      “When you indulge you slow down,” Manx said, a disapproving look in his beady bird-eyes.

      “When you talk, I feel like I need to drink more.” Monet tipped his head back and took a long sip from the stainless steel flask. Its turquoise inlay spelled Monet’s initials, MT. The incredibly well-made flask had been a gift from a patron Monet had helped cure of a stubborn case of shingles.

      Manx shifted to the black stallion, his creepy beam-like eyes looking straight at the Potions Master. Normally being bullied by a stallion would have spooked another horse, but Monet had enchanted his steed to have incredible courage. He expected the horse might run across a few scary things on this journey and didn’t want to dirty his robes getting bucked off.

      “I thought you wanted to win?” Manx asked, whinnying.

      “Of course I want to win and I plan on it, even with you and Laurel holding me back,” Monet said, casting a glance at the werecat, who scoffed right on cue.

      “How do you plan on doing that?” Laurel asked, skepticism heavy in her green eyes.

      Monet took another drink, his mouth puckering from the warm liquor. “Well, kitty cat, the universe always conspires for me. It just so happens that I set up a meeting with a group who needs a supply of certain potions. I think I can persuade said group to help us out by creating a complication that will pull dear Azure off-course and create a serious delay for them.”

      Laurel slowed her horse, apprehension making her grip her reins tighter. “Meeting? Who do you have a meeting with?” She peered over one shoulder and then the other, her eyes narrowing.

      “Oh, you won’t see them yet. These freaks are hard to spot, and besides we won’t meet them until we enter the forest down there. That’s where they live, or so I’m told. No one knows for sure. Mysterious little buggers.” Monet pointed to a section of forest in the valley below. Behind it the desert stretched, a vast expanse of red sand and deadly cacti that killed travelers who accidentally brushed against their needles in the dark.

      “Wait…freaks? What kind of creature are we talking about?” Laurel asked, her tone now tight with worry.

      Monet steered his horse onto a path that put them on a course down the mountain. “These guys are horrible. Ugly as a horse’s ass. They are brutal to outsiders too, which makes them even more intolerable.”

      “If that’s the case, why are we meeting with them?” Laurel asked.

      “For the plain and simple fact that I love money.” Monet held up his flask, which was almost empty. “This herd of mutants makes a very tasty vodka that will melt your face off, and I’m almost out of it.”

      Visibly shaken, Laurel reluctantly followed Monet to the first set of trees and said, “You’re risking our lives so you can acquire more stuff to kill your brain cells?”

      “Yes, and also to help these monsters breed.” Monet drained the rest of the flask. He closed one eye and peered into it, disappointment on his face.

      “Breed?” Manx asked, still in stallion form. “Didn’t you say these creatures are horrible? Why would you help them reproduce?”

      Before Monet could answer, Laurel let out an audible sigh. “Because he likes money. Monet is going to risk our lives and probably get us roasted over a fire just because he made a deal with some savage beasts! And who knows how much time we’ll lose while he makes this deal? All so he can get drunk and increase the population of a bunch of mutants!”

      Monet halted his horse just inside the forest, a crooked smile on his face and cast a glance back at Laurel. “Did I mention that these lovely creatures have incredible hearing?”

      The chill from the forest slipped over the group. It was much darker inside, making it hard to see what was in the shadows, but Laurel had cat vision and she recognized the figure even before it stepped away from the closest tree.

      She gasped, her paw rocketing to her mouth.

      The large figure gracefully trotted to a small clearing just in front of the group. The sunlight through the canopy overhead cast a weird greenish glow, which made the deep scowl on the man’s face look even more sinister.

      “Werecat, you dare to call me a mutant?” the centaur said. His long golden hair hung over his broad shoulders and his sharp ears wiggled with irritation. His eyes were narrowed on Laurel. Over his back was slung a bow, with the quiver of arrows strapped to a belt at his hip. His horse body was light brown, and he was almost the size of Manx in stallion form.

      “Andrei, I do apologize for my traveling companion’s remarks. Laurel is completely small-minded, and doesn’t have the same humanitarian spirit as I do. I have no idea what the queen sees in the fleabag,” Monet said, sliding down from his horse and pulling a large blue bottle from his saddlebag.

      “What are you talking about? I’m a wereanimal!” Laurel yelled, furious.

      Monet shook his head, casting a mischievous look at Laurel before facing his client.

      The centaur snorted. “Ignorance and intolerance aren’t confined to one species. Didn’t your people lock themselves away in the Mountain of Lancothy because they didn’t want to be judged for being different?” he asked, his nostrils flaring with anger.

      “Well, yes, but that was only because they didn’t want to be exposed to prejudice,” Laurel explained.

      “Funny, it sounds like your people are the ones who are prejudiced. That’s why radical segregation occurs to you as an option,” the centaur said.

      “I left Lancothy.” Laurel’s voice made the birds in the trees overhead scatter.

      “I’m hoping that the werecat’s behavior doesn’t cause you to kill her.” Monet tilted his head back and forth as if weighing his options. “That would be a bummer, and would probably slow me down.”

      “Monet!” Laurel shrieked.

      The centaur flexed his fingers over the bow, but didn’t unsling it. “For you, Monet, I will overlook what this werecat said.” He looked at her directly. “It would serve you well to display the same kind of tolerance Monet has shown for our people.”

      About to burst, Laurel screamed, “I was repeating what he said about you being mutants. I’m half-cat, half-human!”

      Monet shook his head and tapped the side of his head. “I think there’s lead in the water in Lancothy. Not all there, as you can see.”

      Manx had shifted into a goat and was now at Monet’s side. He studied the centaur. “Why do you need potions to breed?”

      The centaur eyed the black goat and then brought his blue eyes to Monet. “I thought I told you to keep this a secret.”

      “Well, he’s a goat, so I wouldn’t really worry about it. And the werecat will probably get herself killed before we make it to New Egypt. She’s never really been outside Lancothy. But honestly, I don’t know how you expected me to sneak away and get this potion to you without others finding out.” He held the bottle up and swung it back and forth in his fingers. “You do still want it, right?”

      The centaur cleared his throat, standing tall and looked down at Manx. “To answer your question, pooka, our numbers have been decreasing. The centaurs are sensitive to changes in the celestial moons, so we experience vicissitudes before true unbalance occurs. This potion may help, but the true problem is that an imbalance in our magical world is about to occur.”

      “Sounds foreboding,” Manx said, his voice matter-of-fact.

      “Sounds awful. What could the imbalance be? Centaurs see the future, right? What has your tribe seen?” Laurel asked, nearly frantic.

      The centaur looked at Laurel and then, pretending to not hear her, he looked directly at Monet. “That potion, it will help?”

      “You’ll have so many four-legged babies running around here that you’ll have to childproof the forest,” Monet said, handing the potion to the centaur.

      Andrei tightened his jaw, but took the potion. “I’ve had your payment delivered to the location you specified in New Egypt.”

      Monet rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Man, I’m getting drunk when we get to our hotel.”

      “Seriously, this imbalance sounds important. Is there something we should know?” Laurel asked again.

      Andrei scowled at her. “Werecat, we have seen the future, but if you knew anything of my people you’d know we don’t share with others. It is our job to chart the futures, not to share them.”

      “But what if we could do something to help?” Laurel was really worked up now.

      “Actually, I’m kind of done talking about this gloom and doom. I was wondering if you’d do me a favor.” Monet pointed into the distance. “Queen Azure is traveling over that way, and we have a bit of a race going on. I was hoping you’d help me out by offering a bit of a distraction. In payment, your next potion will be on the house.”

      “On the house?” he asked, not catching the reference.

      “Free,” Manx explained, starting to look bored. He trotted away, grazing on the forest vegetation as goats are wont to do.

      “Yes, I think that would be a fair deal. What would you like us to do?” the centaur asked.

      “I dunno—figure something out. Have the herd charge her, or shoot a bunch of arrows,” Monet said.

      “You can’t do that!” Laurel spat.

      Monet agreed with a reluctant nod. “Oh, fine. Don’t kill the queen. We just want to slow her down.”

      Andrei regarded Monet for a long moment. “You say that in return you’ll make the next potion for free? Are you a man of your word?”

      “I’m many despicable things, but yes, I can be trusted.” Monet held out his hand to the half-man, half-horse, who didn’t take it.

      “My people don’t shake hands to finalize deals,” Andrei said.

      “Well, what do you do?” Monet asked, and then shook his head. “Never mind, I don’t think I want to know if it involves horse parts.”

      “Potions Maker, be grateful that the heavens blessed you with incredible skill. Otherwise you’d be dead and few would show remorse,” Andrei said, puffing out his bare chest.

      Monet turned, pretending he hadn’t heard the centaur. “I think you’re swell too, but I’ve got to be off. Races don’t win themselves. Slow the queen down and I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Monet mounted his horse, pulling his mint-green robes out from under him so they draped gracefully around the horse.

      “Centaurs do not usually play these games you wizards dabble in. It obscures our third eye when we engage in mischief. However, your payment was steep and my tribe would be glad to not have to pay that the next time,” Andrei said.

      Laurel looked sideways at Monet. “How much vodka did you have delivered?”

      “Enough to make the next week really interesting,” Monet said with a wicked grin.

      “We stocked the hotel with enough vodka to drown a small army for quite some time,” Andrei said, disbelieving.

      “Yeah, yeah. Distraction? That’s your job, Drei,” Monet said, pressing his heels into his horse and starting forward.

      “Wait!” Laurel held out her arm to stop Monet. “This prophecy… Andrei, will you please tell us something? If there is anything that we need to be aware of, a danger lurking, then the queen should know about it.”

      Andrei looked farther into the Dark Forest, where there was some rustling. “You know enough to be careful. What will happen will make my people suffer now, but it could devastate all Oriceran if not dealt with swiftly.”

      “You said that the magic will be out of balance, right? I don’t have any magic, though. Will I be able to help?” Laurel asked, her eyes full of worry.

      “You, werecat, are safe from the greatest danger, but even those without magic could be harmed. Your queen is already on a course to remedy the approaching war, but one false decision and she’ll lose her footing.” Andrei looked into the woods once more, almost as if he were getting a message from the trees. “I can say no more on the subject. Restoring the balance will take time, and many will suffer.” He turned and trotted into the mist, his tail swishing back and forth.

      “Dramatic much?” Monet asked Laurel, pursing his lips at the retreating centaur.
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      The lamp was cold and slippery in Azure’s hands. She stopped herself from drying it and instead just stared at it, dumbstruck. Finally she said to Ever, “What should I do with it?”

      “Rub it!” Finswick answered, looking up at her from the ground. He’d awoken and ran over as soon as the lamp had been discovered.

      Azure nodded, but didn’t do as he encouraged. “Genies can be incredibly helpful, but…”

      “But they can also be dangerous. They are, in essence, demons,” Ever said, a tentative look on his face. His eyes studied the lamp, uncertainty written in them.

      “I don’t think they are considered purely bad. Genies are very much like Manx. Some pookas are good and some are mean, but all are considered mischievous,” Finswick offered, flicking his tail back and forth.

      “True,” Azure said, pondering the notion. “You think I should free this genie, don’t you?” She knew the answer without her familiar’s reply, but it would make her feel better to have his vote outright.

      “Of course I do. Three wishes. What could go wrong with that?” Finswick asked.

      “Everything,” Ever said, stressed. “If history teaches us anything, it is that wishes don’t always go the way the wisher thinks. For example, an orc by the name of Hoka found a lamp and wished for power. He then defeated every orc army, and nearly wiped out half the population of his brethren. The orcs have only recovered from that battle in the last one hundred years.”

      “That was an orc, though. They are prone to violence. Azure won’t wish for such a thing,” Finswick argued.

      “Trinity, a Light Elf in a faraway land, used her wishes to make everyone in her kingdom supremely intelligent. They became so smug because of their great intellect that no one wanted to interact with them,” Ever offered.

      Azure had always been impressed by Ever’s knowledge, and this was another of those occasions. “I think the important thing is to frame the wish correctly. It seems like there’s always a consequence.”

      “Yes. If you wished for peace, there might be unintended penalties,” Ever said.

      “Like you achieve peace, but then everything becomes incredibly boring?” Azure asked, turning the lamp over in her hands. It had warmed and was pulsing with energy, as if encouraging her to release its contents.

      “Exactly,” Ever said, nodding. “And remember that every genie is different. They are trapped for a reason, and while they are our servants, they also hold many grievances over their role. Some don’t believe they should be enslaved, while others remember the old lore that put them in that position. I’m not sure any genie can fully be trusted, because they will do anything to be freed.”

      “How can they be freed?” Azure asked. Her knowledge of genies was limited to ancient texts.

      Ever scratched the back of his head, his eyes uncertain. “That I don’t know. They originated in New Egypt, though.”

      “That’s interesting timing, since that’s where we’re headed,” Azure said.

      “Not really. If the old lore is to be believed a genie’s lamp finds the wisher, not the other way around,” Ever said.

      “How does it do that?” Finswick asked.

      “It’s kind of a mystery. All I know is that when the wisher has made their three wishes, the lamp disappears and reappears in a seemingly random place. However, as we’ve discussed, there is hidden meaning behind everything related to a genie. Consequences and extensive planning,” Ever explained.

      “So you think this lamp found us?” Azure asked.

      “I think it found you,” Ever said.

      “But you spotted it in the water first,” Azure argued.

      “Yes, but you’re the one holding it now. Your magic pulled it from the water.”

      Azure tried to press the lamp into Ever’s hands, but he pulled away. “I think you should be the one to release the genie. You should have the three wishes.”

      Ever gave her a small smile, warmth in his eyes. “But there is nothing I wish for. For the time being I have everything I want, and the faith that I’ll have everything I need as time progresses. I have no desire to mess with destiny.”

      “I had no idea that you believed in such things as destiny,” Azure said, taking the lamp back.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll figure me out. All in good time.” Ever winked at her, hidden meaning in his blue eyes.

      “That means the wishes are yours,” Finswick said, interrupting.

      “And if anyone is going to get three wishes, I can think of no one better than the queen of Virgo. But before you let the genie out of that lamp, be sure you’re prepared. It’s not just a gift, but also a burden. There’s much uncertainty that surrounds genies and their masters,” Ever warned.

      Azure chewed the inside of her cheek. This lamp, if what Ever knew was correct—which she believed it to be—had found them. Who knew how the universe worked? But she did trust events such as this. Also, just because she had a genie didn’t mean she had to use it. Wishes could go unused for as long as necessary. “It is a thoughtless man who spends only because he has money,” Gran often said.

      Finally Azure nodded, her eyes intently focused on the lamp in her hand. It looked like it had recently been polished, so did that mean it had recently had a different master? She was about to find out.

      Picking up a corner of her robe, she rubbed it over the belly of the lamp as if polishing away invisible spots. The vessel warmed in her fingers instantly and seemed to enlarge, but that had to be a mind trick because it remained the same size in her hands. Suddenly it vibrated, making her hands shake. She whipped her gaze to Ever, but he didn’t look as worried as she felt—just gave her an encouraging nod. How was it that he was younger than her, and yet so experienced?

      The lamp grew so hot that she could no longer hold it. Azure dropped the lamp and stepped back just as gray smoke poured from the spout in long tendrils. They snaked into the air in loops, one after the other.

      A deep laugh exploded, one that seemed to fill the land around them as if it were tangible. The smoke was now a curtain, dense and thick. Azure blinked, thinking she saw something red inside the smoke. Something sparkling. She leaned forward, conscious that the smoke was moving in her direction. Still, she wanted to see what that red sparkling object was.

      The laughter was abruptly cut off by a hacking cough. A hand covered in rings reached out of the smoke and waved.

      “Damn it to hell!” a deep voice said. His hand continued to wave, displacing the smoke. As it moved away they could see the figure of a man floating in midair. He was an incredibly hairy man. Still coughing, the genie waved both hands until the smoke was completely gone.

      He continued to float, sitting cross-legged. On his head was a white turban, and pinned to it was the red ruby that had caught Azure’s attention. It was quite large, and had been cut in the shape of a teardrop. The genie sported a bushy black mustache and goatee, and his chest was covered in curly black hair. Azure guessed that his legs, like his forearms, were covered in more hair, but he was thankfully wearing baggy white linen pants.

      The genie knocked on his chest with his fist, releasing one last cough. Eyes watering and face red, he looked straight at Azure.

      “For over a century, I, the illustrious and prevailing genie of Oriceran, have waited to be released. I am your servant, and you are my master. Three wishes I grant to you, and only to you. For all of time until you release me from your service, I am your devoted genie. What I own is yours. What I know belongs to you. My freedom is your hands upon my lamp,” the genie said quite dramatically. He made a flourish with his arm, and bowed over his lap. When he lifted his head he brandished a wide grin, which displayed a gold tooth. “I am at your disposal. I am the great and powerful Bob.”

      Azure sputtered a cough of her own to cover her laughter. “Uhhhh, nice to meet you…Bob.”

      “Bob?” It was Finswick who asked. “What kind of name is ‘Bob’ for an ancient and powerful genie?”

      Bob looked around, confused, to locate the speaker, and discovered Finswick looking up at him with a critical expression. The genie’s eyes grew wide and he darted like smoke to hide behind Ever. In a loud whisper he said in his ear, “Oh, hell! Don’t look now, stranger, but I believe that feline is speaking. I think it’s possessed.”

      Azure stepped forward, a diplomatic look on her face. “Bob, this is Finswick. He’s my cat.”

      The genie floated away from Ever and looked from her to Finswick, some of the worry retreating. He pointed a thick finger at Finswick. “If he’s your cat and he speaks, that means…” The wheels in Bob’s head spun and comprehension dawned on his face. “Holy hell, you’re a witch. My master is a witch!” He was excited about this revelation, which made Azure breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Yes, I am a witch.” She offered her hand to him. “I’m Queen Azure Vladar.”

      Bob smacked his head in disbelief. “A witch and a queen!” He looked up at the sky, his hands clasped. “Solomon, you’ve been too good to me. I take back all the things I’ve said about you over the last few centuries.” Bob hesitated for a moment. “Well, I don’t take back that one thing. It was true and you know it.”

      Azure turned her chin up and looked at the sky, following the genie’s gaze. When she faced him again he was muttering under his breath, speaking fast.

      “Right, well… Bob, this is Ever.” Azure held her hand out to the Light Elf, presenting him. “And you’ve already met Finswick.”

      The cat stared incredulously at the genie, a skeptical expression pinching his brow. “Bob? Are you sure that’s your name?”

      Bob still didn’t look comfortable talking to a cat. He placed his hand on his hairy chest. “I’m certain that’s my name.”

      “What does it stand for?” Finswick asked.

      “It stands for nothing,” he said.

      “Isn’t Bob usually short for Robert?” Ever asked.

      Bob laughed loudly, waving a hand at the Light Elf. “Oh, that’s funny. What sense does that make? Robert…” He continued to howl with merriment.

      Through slit lips Finswick said, “It appears that someone’s interpersonal skills suffered while he was locked away.”

      Bob didn’t appear to hear the cat over his laughter, which was slowly waning.

      “I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy hanging out with you all.” Bob placed his hands in his lap and leaned forward. “Now, Queen Azure, as you are probably aware, I will grant you three wishes. Do you want to ask for anything now?”

      Azure thought for a moment and then shook her head. “I don’t need anything right now, but we are setting off on a world tour and New Egypt is the first destination on our list, so I’m sure a wish will arise.”

      Bob darted behind Ever for a second time, seeking shelter. “New Egypt! No! I can’t go there. I mean, I will, can, and must do what you say, but I don’t want to go there.”

      Azure shrank back a bit in confusion, peering at Ever to get his take. “Ummm…why? What’s wrong with New Egypt?”

      Bob peeked around Ever, blinking his long black eyelashes. “You don’t know?”

      “No, I guess I don’t. What’s in New Egypt?” Azure asked.

      Moving out from behind Ever, Bob leaned forward like he was going to share a secret with her. “I have no idea.”

      “What? Why are you afraid of the kingdom if you don’t know what’s there?” Azure asked.

      “Well, I’m from New Egypt. My lamp was forged there, and I have a distinctly bad feeling at the mention of the place. I don’t know why, but as you always say, you must trust your feelings above reason and logic.” Bob threw one finger in the air as he spoke.

      Azure blinked at him in disbelief. “Wait, I don’t say that. And we just met.”

      “I think Bob’s turban is wound a little too tightly,” Finswick said.

      Ever gave him a commiserating nod.

      “Bob, I’m sure you’ll be fine in New Egypt. We all will be. And if we aren’t, then I’ll just use one of my wishes to get us out of trouble. It’s going to be a fun adventure, and we’re happy to have you with us,” Azure said, extending her hand to the genie for a second time. This time he took it and brought it to his face, pressing his lips to it.

      “You are a good queen, aren’t you? I think I might even regret it when I kill you,” Bob said, his mustache bristling against the back of her hand.

      Azure yanked her hand back. “Excuse me! Did you just say you were going to kill me?”

      Bob pulled his mouth to the side and looked at her with disbelief. “I don’t believe I did. Would you like to wish for better hearing? I may be able to help you there.”

      Azure turned to gauge Ever’s and Finswick’s reactions.

      “Remember, a hundred years in a bottle,” Finswick said, striding toward the horses, who had wandered some way down the path to graze. “May I suggest that we set out once again on our adventure? We don’t want Monet to beat us.”

      “Monet? I once worked for a painter by that name. He was a good master. Awful painter, but nothing that a couple wishes didn’t fix,” Bob said proudly.

      An arrow whizzed through the air and stuck into the soft dirt at Azure’s feet, vibrating a bit from its sudden halt. Azure stared down at it and her jaw dropped.

      Three more arrows came at them from the southwest, the direction in which they were headed.

      Azure retreated to the horse and picked up Finswick.

      “Centaurs,” he said, his voice tight. “I saw one in the trees.”

      “Where are they? Can we negotiate with them?” Azure asked.

      “Not if they are shooting first and asking questions later,” Finswick said.

      A half-dozen arrows landed in the spot where Azure had been standing. It was strange that they were coming so close but not hitting them—as if they were on purpose, those near misses.

      “Bob, can you get us out of here?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, of course I can,” the genie said hovering just beside her.

      Ever had picked up the lamp and handed it Azure. “Remember to be specific with your request.”

      “Bob, please transport Ever, Finswick, me, and the horses to where we are staying, which is the Cairo Citadel.” A moment later she added. “Present day. In one piece. On the ground floor.”

      The genie crossed his arms, taking too much time to measure Azure as arrows zoomed past their heads. She ducked, covering Finswick with her body. “I see, you’re a crafty witch. I’ll remember that during my attempt at assassination.”

      An arrow landed in the dirt an inch from Ever’s horse’s hoof, making the animal reel back on his hind legs.

      “Bob, now!” Azure commanded.

      The genie’s face turned pink and he nodded anxiously. “Of course, master.” When he clicked his tongue and pressed his head down, the group disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure nearly stumbled when they landed inside the castle. It took a moment to process the scene around them, which included half a dozen people staring at them with great interest. That was when Azure realized she was standing in the lobby of the hotel, an old citadel of the gods, and next to her were the horses and her companions. Bob had retreated into his lamp, but she’d be sure to mention this to him.

      The walls sparkled with gold and depicted scenes of the pharaohs. Columns heavily decorated with hieroglyphics ran the length of the atrium, and two golden sphinxes guarded the large entrance on the far side of the room.

      She waved to the onlookers. “We will just be taking our horses to the stable.” Azure turned, giving Ever a tense expression. He returned it, and they grabbed the reins to encourage the horses into the open air.

      “One wish gone, two left,” Finswick said in a sing-song voice.

      “And your ass is still alive, so you’re welcome,” Azure muttered to the cat in her arm as she steered around people.

      “I think it was a smart use of the wish,” Ever said at her side, pulling his own horse.

      “Of course you do,” Finswick said, narrowing his eyes at the Light Elf.

      They handed the horses off to the stablekeeper who met them at the entrance. Behind him, camels were eating hay from troughs. Azure had never seen camels before, and she smiled at the newness of everything.
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        * * *

      

      The citadel was located in the middle of a dusty city that smelled of strange spices and grease. The buildings were close together here, much different than the space afforded buildings in Virgo. Each building in her kingdom sat on a large patch of green lawn, but in New Egypt narrow cobbled paths snaked between the buildings, which were all tall, intricately decorated with mosaics, and painted in warm colors. A radiant glow covered everything in the city, as if it were drenched in a fiery light. Azure didn’t realize she’d walked straight into the busy street that bordered the citadel until a hand on her shoulder yanked her back.

      A three-wheeled bike nearly rode her down. “Watch where you’re going, lady!” the driver yelled. His vehicle was towing a small cart behind it.

      Azure faced Ever, who had pulled her close to him after having rescued her from being hit.

      “Were you overcome by learning about what you don’t know you don’t know?” he asked.

      Azure pushed Finswick into his arms and nodded. “You must have read my mind.” She felt into her pockets with her free hand to find the cold lamp. They had arrived intact, and for that she could thank Bob.

      The street was lined with carts like the one the bike had been pulling. Smoke wafted from the carts and vendors yelled to passersby, trying to sell their wares. The whole scene slightly reminded her of witches and wizards in Virgo, except that in New Egypt the people wrapped long, rich fabrics around their bodies instead of wearing Victorian dresses and robes. And this place felt like a city, with its congested streets and stone buildings. Azure marveled at the chaos around them.

      “Your mouth is hanging open,” Finswick observed, licking his paw. He didn’t look too happy about being in Ever’s arms.

      “There’s just so much to see.” Azure took in the sights around her.

      “Well, try not to get run over, would you?” The cat lifted his head to gaze down the busy road, his eyes wide with astonishment. “I never would have bet that was going to happen.”

      Azure turned to see what he was referring to, but only saw more of the same. “What are you talking about?”

      Finswick clawed Ever to get out of his arms. The Light Elf dropped him at once and Finswick retreated to an alleyway, tail high and ears perked.

      “Where are you going?” Azure called.

      “To explore. Don’t wait up. It’s my turn to have an adventure,” Finswick said, disappearing through the crowd.

      Azure turned to Ever. “I think I should have seen that coming.”

      “Me too, but now I know what he was referring to. I didn’t see that coming.” Ever pointed to where people were staring down the lane. The crowd started to murmur, and then parted. Through the steam and glow of the city, the heads of dragons were drawing closer.

      “No way,” Azure said, taking a step back on the sidewalk and watching as the four green dragons pulled the burgundy carriage forward. It stopped when it was just in front of her, and Oak pulled his black hat off his head and bowed to her.

      “Mademoiselle, you have arrived. It appears you won the race,” Oak said, confusion on his lined face.

      “Just barely. How did you get here so fast? The dragons… Well, they appear slow,” Azure said.

      Oak held out a finger, a cunning look in his wise eyes. “Ahhh, and therein lies your problem. Appearances deceive. Maybe next time, Queen Azure, you’ll allow me to transport you as the queen mother intended. I assure you that traveling by carriage is much more comfortable than horseback.”

      “Not to mention that I’d get the attention Gran desired.” Azure indicated the crowd gathered around the carriage. Most stayed back and watched the dragons, who didn’t appear to care about the gawking stares. A boy approached the dragon in the front and put out a hand.

      Oak’s eyes still rested easily on Azure as he said, “If you want to retain your hand, I suggest you keep it away from the Baltic Long-tooths.”

      The boy popped his hand back to his chest before disappearing into the thicket of people.

      Azure smiled. “Oak, I would be honored if you would transport my friends and me to dinner tonight. I’m interested in exploring the city.”

      Oak replaced the hat on his head and nodded. “Oh, the lady has decided that traveling by dragon suits her, maybe? Mademoiselle, I will be here to pick you up in two hours. That’s enough time to allow the dragons to rest, and your friends will be here by then. I passed them on the road.”

      “Thank you. But… How were you able to travel so quickly?” Azure asked.

      Oak tipped his hat and gathered the reins, flicking them once to bring the dragons to attention. “Oh, that is a superb question and one I will show you the answer to firsthand tonight.” He flicked the reins again and the dragons lurched forward, placing their clawed feet with great precision. The beasts didn’t move quickly, but rather with a practiced deliberation. Each step was telegraphed by their large hips. Behind them their spike-covered tails flicked back and forth, and their wings lay flat against their bodies.

      Azure turned to Ever as the carriage drove toward the stable.

      He gave her a reassuring smile, one of the many he’d offered her that day. “You’re not in Kansas anymore.”

      “Kan-what?”

      He waved her question off before pointing down the road again. “Speaking of the heartless Tinman, look who has arrived in last place!”

      “When were we speaking about a tinman?” Azure asked, thoroughly confused.

      Ever’s face lit up and he held up his hand in greeting. Only then did the figures of the horses and riders come into view. Monet sat tall, Laurel riding beside him. In front of them a large black dog ran, barking at the staring crowd. People looked more confused to see the werecat and a wizard with green hair than dragons pulling a carriage.

      “Damn! We’re a bunch of freaks, aren’t we?” Azure said, elbowing Ever in the side.

      He smiled warmly at her. “I’m afraid you’re right. And just think—you’ve already added to your entourage.”

      “Oh, fuck. Just imagine the pestering I’ll get when Monet finds out I have a genie in my pocket.”

      “Maybe he won’t for a bit,” Ever said, waving as the horses came to a halt. A stableboy had already joined them, hand extended to Monet as he dismounted from his steed.

      “How on fucking Oriceran did you spitwads beat me?” Monet asked.

      “I think you mean ‘us,’” Laurel corrected. She had joined him on the ground, her legs a bit wobbly.

      “I meant me. I’m the one who made the deal with the centaurs to take these assholes out.” Monet stood with his hands on his hips, steaming with fury.

      “You? You’re the one who had the centaurs fire arrows at us?” Azure asked, her voice rising.

      “Think we ought to go inside, guys,” Ever said, steering Azure in the direction of the citadel with her fuming eyes pinned on Monet.
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        * * *

      

      The crowd watched as the foreigners disappeared into the guarded citadel.

      The ancient building was protected by the pharaohs themselves, as well as many spells, which was what made it so difficult for Nenet to get any closer. In the shadows of a crooked alley the girl stood, peering at the Queen of Virgo as she disappeared. Soon night would approach and the streets wouldn’t be safe, but she needed to risk going after the queen then, when Azure went out again. The spying spell had done its job, and Nenet knew the queen planned to leave the citadel that evening to explore the city. That was when she’d find the queen and get what she wanted.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re a fucking fuck!” Azure roared, throwing off her robes. The living area of the suite was large, with many cushions on the Arabian rugs and stiff couches lining the walls. Her things had already been brought up and arranged in her room, thanks to Oak.

      “Did you get shot?” Monet asked, lying back on the couch and propping his feet up.

      “That’s not the point. I could very well have. Or Ever. Or Finswick.”

      Monet peered around as if trying to find the feline, and then returned his attention to picking at his nails. “You weren’t going to get shot. Don’t be dramatic. There’s no one more skilled with arrows than the centaurs. They think they are the arrow itself when in flight.”

      “Don’t rely on the accuracy of the species you had attack me,” Azure said, striding back and forth. She had a great deal of nervous energy pounding out of her chest now that they’d reached New Egypt. It was like there was a liveliness in the city that had infected her.

      “I simply made a deal with them that they’d stall you in return for—” Monet bolted to an upright position. “I almost forgot. My centaur vodka…has anyone seen it?”

      Ever, who was casually propped against the wall, inclined his head to the entryway of the suite. “There were a few boxes by the door when we came in. Might be what you’re looking for.”

      Monet sped out of the room, a thirsty look in his eyes.

      Laurel, who had been quiet, knelt and plucked something from the floor where Azure had tossed her robe. “Queen, what is this? It fell from your garment.” She held up the lamp, which sparkled in the firelit room.

      Azure’s eyes widened and she shook her head adamantly, gaze flicking to the entryway where Monet had gone. Azure waved her hands at Laurel, but the werecat simply stared at her in confusion.

      “What? You want me to set it down?” Laurel laid the lamp on a stone table, backing away from it like it was full of poison.

      Azure pulled her wand from her braided, blue hair. She flicked it at the lamp, and it sped through the air to her hands. She spun around just as Monet ambled into the room, looking a bit more cheerful. His expression sharpened when he looked at Azure.

      “What do you have there?” he asked, swinging a brown bottle in his hand.

      “Nothing. Just female stuff. Has to do with monthly cycles and hormones, you know,” Azure said, trying to find a place to hide the lamp on her body. There wasn’t one.

      “If you need a potion to make you less bitchy… Well, that’s impossible as of now. I’m working on it though, believe me. That’s first priority,” Monet said, striding to Azure, who had pressed herself flat to the stone wall in front of her.

      “Dear Azure, I came over to apologize and offer you a drink,” Monet said, extending the bottle to her with a befuddled look on his face. “Is there a reason you’re making out with that wall?”

      “I’m just tired, that’s all,” Azure growled.

      Monet peered to the side, a curious paranoia taking over his expression. “Oh, is that right?” He pulled his wand from his robe and swiftly pointed at the queen. The lamp sprang from her hands and soared to Monet, who caught it. He eyed the silver object inquisitively.

      “What do we have here?” Monet asked, although Azure was sure he already knew.

      “It’s how I get my period every month. A girly thing. You’re pretty much touching my uterus right now,” Azure said.

      Ever snickered on the far side of the room, entertained by the exchange.

      “Oh, is this your uterus?” Monet casually swung the lamp around on one finger by the handle. “I always envisioned that there were bolts and strange mechanics in it.”

      Azure lunged forward and grabbed the lamp from his grasp. “Yeah, well, you wouldn’t understand.”

      Monet squinted at the lamp, blinking. “Is there a face looking out of that lamp?”

      Azure flicked her eyes to the lamp in her hand, and to her horror Bob was peering out of the spout. He popped back down, but his face then pressed into the belly of the lamp as he gazed around the room.

      “Oh, fuck! Well, I guess the secret is out now.” She set the lamp on the table again. “This isn’t really my uterus,” Azure said to Monet.

      “No shit, Queen Dumbass,” Monet said, hands on his hips.

      “I’m going to fucking regret this for the rest of my life. Bob, come on out,” Azure said, her voice full of frustration.

      Gray smoke streamed from the spout and circled in the air.

      Laurel backed up to the wall, looking to Ever for information. He nodded, his eyes dancing with amusement.

      The smoke cleared and the genie floated in the air, just as before. “My master, you have summoned me. Do you have a wish for me to fulfill?”

      Monet burst out laughing before taking a swig from the bottle. “Fuck yeah! We have a genie!”

      “No,” Azure cut him off. “I have a genie. He’s not here to do your bidding.”

      “You’re such a Debbie Downer,” Monet said, striding in a circle around the genie.

      “How do you think Debbie feels about her name being used like that?” Azure plucked the bottle from Monet’s hand and took a drink. Centaur vodka was unlike anything she’d ever tasted. It was smooth and hot, and made her instantly drunk.

      “Three wishes. How shall we use them?” Monet combed his fingers down his chin as if he hadn’t heard her.

      “Two wishes, actually. Master used one to escape centaurs,” Bob informed Monet.

      He turned sharply to Azure, fury on his face. “You used a wish for that?”

      “I thought we were being pursued,” Azure said. She sat on a pile of pillows, suddenly relaxed.

      “For fuck’s sake, you really overreacted,” Monet said.

      “No fucking kidding.” Azure held a hand out to the genie, who looked amused. “Bob, please meet Monet, Laurel, and Manx.” She glanced at the group. Manx was sitting in bunny form on the rug, and hopped over to Azure to curl up in her lap. “Group, this is Bob.”

      “Wait, your genie is named Bob?” Monet asked, shaking his head.

      “Yes. Take it up with Finswick. He’s confused too.” Azure ran her hand over Manx’ soft fur, feeling as though she might fall asleep at any moment because of the liquor.

      “How about Zainab, Orr, Ringo, Usi, or Jim? Those are all better genie names,” Monet offered.

      “For once I agree with Monet,” Laurel said. “’Bob’ doesn’t really suit you. I like Muhtal.”

      “My name will remain ‘Bob.’ I’ve carried that name for…well, I don’t remember how long.” Bob raised a finger decisively. “I do know that I was given that name by…well, the details are fuzzy, but it’s important. I remember that much.”

      “Azure…” Monet said, drawing out her name.

      “Yeah, I already know. I have a ‘special’ genie. Surprise, surprise. I think he’s related to Blisters,” she said, leaning back on the pillows. The heat of the room had started to put her to sleep.

      “Bob, you should know that I pretty much speak for Azure, so a wish from me is a wish from her,” Monet said, his voice soft. It barely registered in Azure’s mind as her thoughts went to Dreamland.

      “Don’t listen to him, Bob,” Azure muttered mostly to herself, and was swept away by drunken sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The red ruffles on the long dress scratched Azure’s skin, but she tried to get past the irritation. Gran wanted her to make a lasting impression on this tour, and she’d try her best. Why wouldn’t people be impressed with her if she wore jeans and a T-shirt instead of a big gaudy ball gown? Shouldn’t they be more concerned about her public policy and foreign exchange ideas than her hairstyle?

      Staring at her reflection in the wide floor-to-ceiling mirror in her room, she frowned. She had never learned how to do more with her long blue hair than throw it up in a ponytail, but luckily for her she knew magic. Pointing her wand at her head, she muttered an incantation and her hair rose as if suspended by strings. The different strands wove back and forth until a wide intricate braid lay down her bare back. Azure turned, eying her magic’s handiwork with a look of pride.

      “Not bad,” she remarked to herself.

      “I’ll say,” a voice agreed from the top of her armoire.

      Azure spun around, offended. “Manx, have you been there the whole time? While I was dressing?”

      “Yes, but there wasn’t much to see. Have you thought about going on an all-potato diet? That’s the way to put beauty on your bones,” the raven remarked.

      “I have half a mind to curse you, you peeping fairy.”

      Manx dove toward her, flapping his wings a few times before landing on Azure’s shoulder. He was a large raven, but not too big to fit comfortably. “You’re missing something, methinks?”

      “The fortitude to tell you to fuck off for invading my privacy yet again?” Azure asked.

      “I was actually thinking a piece of jewelry. Maybe a necklace?”

      Azure spun to face her image in the mirror. The red gown rippled to the ground like frosting on a cake. The bodice was tight and the dress had no straps or sleeves, leaving Azure’s neck, shoulders, and collar bones exposed. She let out a mournful sigh. “Yeah, well, I have no soul stone, so unless you’ve bought me something I’m at a loss.”

      “I haven’t, but I’ll make it my mission to steal you some jewelry tonight. Something large and expensive, and maybe cursed,” Manx said, affectionately pecking her on the ear.

      “On second thought, no thanks. I don’t want to be run out of New Egypt because my pooka stole jewelry on my behalf.”

      “Have it your own way, then. We’ll have to get kicked out of this kingdom for other reasons,” Manx said, steadying himself on Azure’s bare shoulder as she made her way out the chamber. She grimaced from his claws pinching into her skin. She’d tried to discourage this perching-business, but Manx couldn’t be trained, it seemed.

      “The scary thing is that I completely believe you.”

      She was unsurprised to find Ever diligently waiting for her when she exited her room. Somehow she had known he’d be there, as he usually was on occasions like this. What Azure hadn’t expected was to find him dressed in a fitted black suit. His undershirt didn’t have a collar so it was very much like a tunic, which was typical of Light Elf dress clothing. He also didn’t wear a tie, but the sapphire cufflinks gave his suit a different kind of sophistication.

      For a moment he didn’t say a word, just stared at her like he’d forgotten what to say, but then his mouth gradually opened. “Queen Azure, of all the things I’ve seen on Oriceran, you might very well be the most stunning.”

      Now it was her turn to be speechless. She smiled shyly, then glanced at Laurel, who was shaking the lamp over the sofa behind Ever. She’d changed into a light blue toga, and was looking frustrated as she peered into the spout of the lamp.

      “Laurel, are you having a problem?” Azure asked, gazing past Ever.

      “No, not really, but maybe you can settle my suspicions. I’ve tried to get Bob out of here with no luck. Will you try?” Laurel asked.

      “Bob, will you please—” Before Azure was even done speaking gray smoke poured from the lamp, followed by his long face.

      “You called, master?” he asked.

      “That’s what I thought,” Laurel said, tossing the lamp on the couch. “He only abides your requests, which I think is for the best. Monet won’t be able to use him for evil.”

      “Laurel, you’re always looking out for me, aren’t you?” Azure said perceptively to the werecat.

      Feeling surer of herself now after the tense moment, Azure looked at Ever, who still hadn’t moved. He offered his arm with a warm smile. “Shall we go?”

      Azure nodded, taking a step forward. A loud pop made her jump backwards, though, and something appeared. Azure reached for her wand, but then noticed that Monet stood where there had only been empty space before. He had his hands proudly pinned to his hips and a wide smile on his face.

      “Why yes, I’m here and ready to go,” he said.

      “Monet,” Azure said, staring around. “Where did you come from?”

      “I appeared. It’s a new spell I’ve worked out, although the loud crack wasn’t intentional. I’ll have to work on that.”

      “You figured out that spell? That’s incredible!” Azure exclaimed, impressed.

      “Well, I have a lot of time on my hands, since I’m only running the Potions Shop and managing Chief-of-Staff duties.” Monet brushed lint off his robes.

      Azure looked at him like he was insane. “I seriously don’t get you sometimes.”

      “Why, yes, I’ll allow you to accompany me to the carriage, Queeny.” Monet extended his arm to her. She eyed Ever, who stood just behind him, and then smiled meekly, stepping forward and taking her best friend’s offered arm. She was a little confused by Ever’s new attentiveness, so she was grateful that Monet had shown up when he had.

      The carriage awaited the group when they exited the citadel. Oak stood nobly beside the splendid vehicle, and pulled his pointy hat off his head and sank into a low bow when they reached him. He coughed and the dragons knelt on one knee, looking reluctant.

      “Did he just…” Monet asked out of the corner of his mouth.

      “I think so?”

      If Gran’s objective had been to get attention, the carriage achieved that. Everyone on the streets had frozen when the dragons bowed in respect. At night the cobbled roads looked different, with the firelight of the street lamps gilding them. The faces of the residents appeared warm as they stared in awe.

      Azure broke the trance and stepped forward, waving to the crowd of people, who gave her a round of applause. Children rose to their tiptoes to get a look at the queen of Virgo. Many pushed through the crowd to stare at her dress, which matched the carriage. Azure didn’t know how long she should wave. Should she greet them all, or was it better to save such things?

      Her stomach growled angrily, and she decided that its vote trumped all.

      Oak straightened and placed his hat on his head. When he opened the carriage door, he had a strange expression on his face. “Evening, Queen Azure. I’m delighted that you’ve decided to allow me the honor of conveying you by carriage tonight. I promise it will be better than traveling on flea-ridden horses alongside uncouth animals.”

      Azure shook her head, gathering her dress in her hands. “Manx is different, but I assure you—”

      “I was referring to him.” Oak indicated Monet, who stood just behind her.

      Azure laughed. “Oh, well, I see you’re a quick study.”

      “Indeed, Mademoiselle,” Oak said, his accent thick. He offered her a hand, which she accepted as she stepped into the carriage, but halfway in she froze and backed out as Oak gave a knowing smile. She stuck her head in again and looked around. It didn’t simply contain two benches with a narrow aisle, as she was accustomed to with other such vehicles. Instead, it was easily the size of the main area in their suite in the citadel. Pillars rose towards the high ceiling, which dazzled with the same gold filigree that decorated the outside of the carriage. A large fire burned on the far side of the room, and floor-to-ceiling windows took up the parts of the walls not decorated with oil paintings of famous witches and wizards.

      She bumped into Monet, who was trying to get in as she exited once more. “It’s…”

      “Bigger on the inside,” Oak supplied.

      “Yes, but it is a carriage, isn’t it?” Azure asked.

      “Well, it’s mostly a carriage. It’s definitely not a spaceship or a time machine,” Oak said.

      “And it’s safe, right?”

      Oak held out his hand, gesturing for her to enter once more. “Completely. Please, Mademoiselle, please give it a chance.”

      Azure gulped and nodded. Although she’d been accustomed to magic her whole life, she’d rarely encountered something so extraordinary.

      “I call window seat…” Monet began, then his voice drifted away as he entered the carriage. “Merlin’s beard! What do we have here?” He broke into delighted laughter.

      Ever joined him once he’d entered the carriage. They high-fived each other, striding around the large room—not having to duck like in other carriages. Laurel was speechless. Her eyes grew large and remained that way as she stared around the inside, which sparkled all over. The werecat jumped when Oak shut the door behind her.

      “Looks as though we should have traveled by carriage to get here.” Azure settled into a plush armchair that looked out on the street where they’d just been, with the citadel behind it. The view was the same as she’d see looking out a carriage window, and so much more.

      “You would not have found the lamp, though,” Ever reminded her, taking a seat in an armchair opposite her and staring out his own window.

      “True.” Remembering the lamp, Azure pulled it from her handbag. The silver belly turned transparent, and through gray smoke Bob’s eyes appeared. “Bob, I know that you are nervous about New Egypt, but I don’t know why. You don’t have to come out, but in case you’re curious, I’m going to leave you here to observe. You’ll be safe.” Azure set the lamp on the arm of the chair.

      She felt Ever watching her with a new intensity. It was like he had been doing a character study on her lately, maybe because so much had changed since the virus had taken over Virgo and she’d sacrificed her soul stone. She kept expecting that she’d be a different person without the stone, but she wasn’t sure why. It was a part of her, but it wasn’t her. It contained her power, but that also lived within her.

      Laurel’s eyes hungrily soaked in the streets of New Egypt as they rode through them. The werecat was nearly perched on the edge of the window, taking in the sights. Soon, though, the carriage came to a halt.

      “Are we there?” Azure asked Ever.

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so. This is the financial district, and I think we were going to Old Town for dinner.”

      “Traffic ahead,” Oak’s voice called through an intercom on the far wall.

      “Oh, well, I guess we’ll have to settle in for a bit,” Azure said, wishing she’d eaten something during the day.

      “Actually, we will be there before your reservation,” Oak’s voice informed her.

      “What? How is that possible?” Azure pressed her nose to the glass window. The street was crammed with vehicles, bikes, carriages, and horses. Men and women walked between the vehicles, but there was little room on the crowded avenue.

      Something rumbled under their feet and the front of the carriage lifted, putting the room at a slant. The street suddenly got farther away as the back half of the carriage followed.

      “What in the hell?” Azure asked, staring out the window as New Egypt got farther away.

      Ever dashed forward, pushing Azure gently away from the window, protectiveness in his every move.

      Monet’s face widened with shock too as he took a seat next to her. “Whoa, we’re gaining elevation. Back up there, Queeny.”

      “I don’t understand,” Azure said, staring down at the twinkling lights of the kingdom below. “How are we flying?”

      “I think I found your answer,” Ever said, pointing out the window as the carriage changed direction slightly. The dragons, still harnessed together, had spread their leathery green wings and were flapping them rhythmically in the air. They were flying over the city, as smooth and graceful a ride as traveling on calm waters.

      As the carriage slowed, dipped, and came in for a landing, Azure pressed back into her seat. This was her first time flying and, although it was exhilarating, it was also accompanied by a new fear. She’d heard of a few covens of witches in the east who flew using brooms, but she had thought that was only myth. Maybe it wasn’t? She thought once again about all the things she’d learn and experience on this tour that she’d never known about.

      The landing was smoother than anyone could have expected. The dragons set the carriage down on the cobbled path as if it were made of eggshells.

      Monet sat close, trying to see out the window, but also had a nervous look in his eyes. Later she might tease him about being protective. The more this wizard she’d known all her life matured, the more extraordinary he became. He had a capacity for brilliance and love that few could fathom. Monet was the brother Azure had always wanted, needed.

      “I’m not incredibly drunk right now, right?” Monet asked, his face pale. “We did just fly, correct?”

      All Azure could manage was a small nod as Oak opened the door to let them out, a purely gratified look on his face. “Did you all enjoy the little ride?”
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      Nenet watched from in back of the carriage as the group stumbled out of the restaurant. The smell of roasted meats and fresh breads wafted from the chimneys, making the young witch hungry. She hadn’t had a proper meal in a few days. When had there been time?

      Behind the carriage, she was mostly out of view. All she had to do was wait until Queen Azure approached, and then she’d have her chance. She watched the group laugh. The werecat, who was a different sort of being than Nenet had ever seen before, had one arm draped around the wizard in the green robes’ shoulder. And his robes matched his hair! Witches and wizards with blue and green hair?

      Nenet tensed—it was now or never. She knew what she had to do. Everything came down to the Queen of Virgo. She was the key to all of this.

      The Light Elf grabbed the queen’s hand and pulled her to a set of shops that were still open. Everything stayed open late in New Egypt. They always had. Because of the dry desert heat, most slept in and came out late when the oppressive sun had set.

      “Shouldn’t we get back?” the queen asked the guy with spikey black hair and clever eyes. Most of the crowd had stared at Azure when she had exited the citadel that night in her red dress, but the women in this crowd poked their friends and giggled with delight when the Light Elf stepped out from behind the queen in his black suit.

      “Yes, but let’s browse—maybe find something to replace your soul stone,” the Light Elf said, laughter in his voice. This group had drunk all the wine in the restaurant, it appeared.

      Nenet stayed pressed against the carriage. Hopefully their drunkenness wouldn’t complicate things for her. A creak in the alleyway next to her caught her attention, and red eyes materialized. She tensed, letting out a steadying breath. The creature moved as its kind always did, faster than her eyes could register. Nenet blinked. The alley was empty now, although she stared around. Whatever had been there was now out here in the streets.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re crazy. You think I’m going to replace my priceless soul stone with a strand of pearls?” Azure asked, laughing. Ever had gripped her fingers so tightly in his hand that she had no chance of slipping away.

      A low chime played overhead when he opened the door to a shop, and Azure cast a glance over her shoulder just in time to see Monet leading Laurel into a nearby establishment. “Keep it classy, you two.”

      “You got it, boss,” Monet said, giggling about something Laurel had whispered in his ear.

      Azure couldn’t remember having a better time. From the moment they had sat on the plush pillows at the low table of the restaurant to when she’d sipped the last of the wine in her goblet, the whole affair had been full of laughter. It was almost as if someone had laced their curried lamb and chickpea stew with something that induced happiness. Or maybe it was just that for the first time in a long while she was able to let down her guard and not worry about her kingdom’s problems. Her gran was taking care of court business, and her mum had been adamant that Azure have fun on this tour.

      “If the rest of the people on Oriceran see you laugh they’ll fall in love with you, just as everyone does. And if they love you, then they will love Virgo. You have an incredibly easy as well as complex task ahead of you, my sweet queen. Make the people everywhere love you. Leave no one’s heart unchanged by your radiance,” her mother had said to her the night before she had set out on this tour. That was how her mum, the previous queen, often spoke—in beautiful riddles.

      The door to the shop shut abruptly, making Azure jump. Maybe it was the heat in the crowded shop that put her instantly on guard. It was different than the cool breeze running through the streets outside.

      She allowed herself to be pulled over to a case in the center of the shop. “Look, here are some striking stones. While they aren’t insurance for your very life, I bet they have a use,” Ever said, pointing at three rows of attractive necklaces underneath the glass. They were arrayed on velvet pillows, and sparkled at them.

      “They are beautiful, but I’m not sure I’m ready,” Azure said, and instantly regretted the words. They sounded too sentimental. How could she not be ready? It was just a necklace.

      A woman wearing a paisley shawl bustled out of the back room. She didn’t notice Azure and Ever, just muttered to a lizard who sat in the palm of her hand.

      “The nights are getting longer. What happens when they erase the day? It’s only a matter of time,” the old lady said in a harsh whisper.

      “Why don’t we talk about this later,” the lizard said, one of his eyes revolving to Azure and Ever. “You have customers, Myrtle.”

      The woman snapped her head up. The edges of her face were covered in tattoos, which appeared to start under the shawl that covered most of her head and shoulders. “Visitors! I hadn’t expected that we’d be busy tonight,” she said. Her gaze drifted to a crystal ball on a far counter and a strange expression crossed her withered face.

      “Customers, whether predicted or not, are still welcome. Do you have gold?” the old woman asked.

      “We’re just browsing,” Azure said, her giddy smile fading for the first time all night. There was something about the woman, as if she recognized her somehow. “Do I by any chance know you?”

      “No, we’ve never met.” The woman held her hand up to a set of baskets that hung in a row from the ceiling, the smallest at the top and larger ones hanging under it. The lizard crawled out of her hand and disappeared into the largest.

      “How do you know? That was a fast answer,” Azure argued.

      “I have one of those faces. I always remind people of their sister, cousin, or friend,” the woman said.

      Azure didn’t know about that. She’d never seen a face quite like the old woman’s. It was long, and her nose was hook-shaped. The woman’s eyes were almost black and Azure pictured her hair, which was unseen under the shawl, to be the same. And the tattoos were more than intriguing… They meant something, but what?

      “You’re here for a necklace?” the woman said, bustling forward. She paused suddenly, her head to the side and her gaze on Azure as if she had caught a whiff of something strange from the young witch. She turned her eyes to the lizard, who had stuck his head out one of the holes worn into the side of the basket. “Oh, now I see why we didn’t know she’d be coming.”

      Azure looked at Ever and back at the woman. “I’m not sure what you mean. Is this is a bad time? Should we go?”

      “On the contrary, this is the perfect time. You should stay, and you will take what I give you,” the woman said and turned, stomping off to the back room.

      “Take what she gives me?” Azure asked Ever in an undertone. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “Me either,” Ever agreed, moving a few inches closer to Azure.

      The lizard’s head disappeared from the hole and reappeared on the rim of the basket. It peered at them. “Are you like a witch’s familiar?” Azure asked him.

      “I’m not ‘like’ one, I am one,” the lizard answered, one of his eyes darting to the back room.

      The old woman reappeared carrying a small black bag, swinging it back and forth and whistling as if things had grown casual between them in the last few moments. She narrowed her eyes at the basket where the lizard perched. “I know full well who sent her here. Why do you think I retrieved this?” She held up the bag.

      The lizard’s head disappeared again.

      Slowly, as if waiting for the lizard to reappear, the lady turned.

      Azure and Ever hadn’t heard the lizard speak, but the old woman apparently had.

      “I’m sorry, would you please explain what’s going on? No one sent me here. We just saw the shop and thought we’d come in,” Azure explained.

      “Of course that was how it appeared to you,” the woman said. “My cousin does things in ways that make them seem like normal events to others.”

      “Your cousin? Who’s that?” Azure asked.

      The old woman shook her head and placed the bag on the counter. “There’s your necklace—the one to replace the stone you destroyed.” She narrowed her black eyes and seemed to look straight through Azure. “What a thing you did! Most would call it noble, although some would call it hasty. I’m not certain what I’d call it.”

      “You know about my soul stone?” Azure asked.

      The old woman didn’t answer. Instead she whirled. “I know damn well what she’d call it. You don’t have to remind me,” she said to the lizard.

      Azure inched her hand closer to her bag that contained her wand. Also in her bag was Bob’s lamp, as well as the knife Drago had given her. Any of those might help her in an emergency, but then again she didn’t know the first thing about this mystery woman.

      The woman turned back, faking a smile. “Anyway, as I was saying, what you require is in there. I can’t pull it out for you—only you can. Go ahead, now.”

      “Only I can? I’m not sure what that means, or what to make of all of this,” Azure said, her fingers finding the edge of the velvet bag. She had to admit she was intrigued, although she wasn’t sure if she should be.

      “Well, it’s fairly simple, Queen Azure. Just as soul stones protect their bearer, this stone will protect you in its own way. Yes, anyone can draw on the power in a soul stone, but this particular gem only protects. I’m afraid you threw away the one stone that could give you magic,” the woman said.

      “I didn’t ‘throw it away,’ I used it,” Azure argued.

      The woman lowered her shawl, nodding, but she didn’t seem to be listening to Azure. Her hair was in fact black, but strands of gray snaked through it. Most interesting were the tattoos. They licked at her chin like flames, and with the shawl down more of the artwork could be seen. Azure couldn’t tell completely what it was, but it ran down the woman’s neck and faded under her dress.

      “What will this necklace protect the queen from?” Ever asked.

      The old woman shrugged. “Maybe it won’t, but my inclination is that it will. I’ve been waiting for the right person and time to give away this necklace. It was entrusted to me by my cousin, and she told me I’d know when it had a person to belong to. I didn’t know then what it was for, but now things are clear. About like looking back in the rain and realizing you would have stayed dry if you had only remained at home.”

      Azure blinked at the woman. “I’m not sure that makes sense to me. Are you saying that meeting me now makes the necklace’s purpose clear?”

      The woman smiled, displaying a row of blackened teeth. “That’s the thing about rain—it makes nothing clear, and yet we never see it here.”

      “This cousin of yours… That’s the second time you’ve mentioned the person,” Ever observed.

      “Her. She’s a her, and I do believe she orchestrated this all. Damn fool of a witch.” The woman spun so fast her shawl fell off her shoulders. “Don’t you talk to me about her. I have half a mind to sell you back to the shaman who gave you to me.”

      “Did you say ‘witch?’ Are you one?” Azure asked.

      The woman turned, her eyes the last part to face forward. She placed her hands on the glass countertop. They, like her neck, chest, and chin were covered in tattoos. “Oh, and we might meet and not know who each are. That’s the poetry of life. That as sisters we think we’re different. Apart, when we’ve always been one, connected by the magic.”

      Azure nodded, and decided that even though this crazy woman was odd, she’d still check out the contents of the bag. The drawstrings were tight, but loosened under her grip. She encouraged the bag to open, and slipped her hand inside to find a cold stone and a slippery chain. Azure pulled the necklace out and immediately dropped it on the glass countertop, backing away at once.

      It wasn’t that the necklace was hideous or harmful in anyway. It was as ordinary as her soul stone had been—a single round stone attached to a silver chain—but that was why it had sent such a strange shock through her body. The necklace looked almost exactly as she remembered her soul stone pendant. However, the gem hanging from the chain was a red ruby instead of a blue amethyst.

      “Queen Azure, are you all right?” Ever asked, taking a step forward and leaning into her.

      She nodded, although she realized she was shaking, and then found her voice. “I’m fine.” She looked at the old witch. “Where did you get this?”

      “I’m not certain. These things just come to me, and I don’t always remember how. But you feel a connection to this one, am I right?” the woman asked.

      “More like déjà vu,” Azure admitted.

      “I’d say that will work for our purposes. Things that resemble what we used to know are usually trying to present themselves so we trust them,” the woman said.

      “But can’t that also be deceiving?” Azure asked.

      The woman clacked her fingernails on the glass of the countertop, tilting her head back and forth. “Quite possibly, but in this circumstance I’d go with your instinct.”

      Azure was certain that her instincts weren’t unnerved by the necklace. Actually she longed to pick it up and fasten it around her neck, but maybe she was being hasty. Tentatively she reached out, her fingers pausing over the chain, then she squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed it. Nothing happened. Well, no burning or convulsions—that much she knew.

      Azure cracked open an eye and stared at the necklace, which twinkled back at her.

      “Go on, put it on and see if it fits,” the woman said.

      “Why wouldn’t it fit? It’s a necklace,” Azure said.

      “If you don’t believe me, have him try to put it on first.” The witch pointed at Ever.

      Azure shifted her eyes to Ever, who wore a curiously guarded expression. “Will you?”

      He didn’t hesitate to take the necklace from her. Ever arranged the chain around his throat, but stopped abruptly just before his hands would meet at the back of his neck. His eyes bulged in alarm, and he jerked his head to the side.

      “Ever, what is it?” Azure asked.

      “The chain,” he said, twitching his arms backwards. “It won’t meet in the back. It’s like it’s stuck.”

      Azure could see plainly that the chain wasn’t stuck. Maybe Ever was messing with her and pretending that his hands couldn’t join? But this was Ever, and he’d never do such a thing. She turned to the old witch. “Is that what you meant when you said it might not fit?”

      “I think you know it is,” the woman said.

      Azure put her hand out palm-up, combing her fingers through the air. “May I please have the necklace?”

      Ever nodded and dropped the necklace into her palm. Azure found the ends of the chain and brought them around her neck. The stone lay flat on her chest, as cold as ice but not alarming to the touch. She had thought that a barrier would prevent the chain from meeting, but it didn’t. The latch met the hook like they were magnetized. The tiny lock didn’t even catch. Instead, the parts joined and the necklace effortlessly fused around her neck.

      “I daresay the necklace fits,” the woman said, giddy excitement in her voice. She wasn’t speaking to Azure, but rather to the basket where the lizard had last been seen.

      “I really couldn’t get it around my neck,” Ever admitted, as if he were trying to convince Azure he wasn’t messing with her.

      “I believe you,” she said. She felt a bit breathless as she ran her fingers over the stone. Again the déjà vu moment… Why did this all feel so familiar?

      “Your cousin, the one you mentioned?” Azure said to the woman.

      “Yes, the one I mentioned,” the woman said, finding her shawl and repositioning it over her head. “She’d say that I shouldn’t charge you for the necklace and so I won’t, although I don’t run a charity like my relatives do.”

      “I don’t mind paying you. I would prefer it, actually,” Azure said, reaching for her bag.

      The witch shook her head and bustled around the counter. She went straight to the door, pulling it open. “I must ask that you leave. It’s getting late, and I need to put the charms into place. Besides, you might be safe in the night, but your companion isn’t.”

      This was on a long list of things the woman had said that Azure didn’t understand. “Um, how am I safe?”

      The woman shook her head and then shot her black eyes at the basket. “I know, I heard them as well. I’m trying to boot these two out as politely as my manners allow.” She turned and looked at Azure. “Please leave. I must lock my doors.”

      Azure nodded, not wanting to overstep her bounds. “Your cousin, though…” she asked, backing out of the shop. “Would you tell me who she is?”

      The door slammed shut as soon as Ever and Azure stepped over the threshold, and the old witch’s voice rang from the other side. “She’s the one who gave you your wand.”

      Azure stood in the chilly night air, her hand clasped around the ruby. “Mage Lenore,” she said to herself. Then she turned to Ever, who was staring at the shop they’d just been pushed out of. He rarely wore an expression of shock, which was why his face gave Azure a sudden alarm. He looked as though he’d just seen a three-headed ghost or a chimera.

      “Ever, what is it?” she asked, her attention on him.

      He didn’t answer, only pointed, and Azure turned. The door they’d just come out of was gone. The shop was gone. There was only a brick wall.
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      A scream yanked Azure and Ever’s attention from the vanished shop. It had come from the carriage, where the dragons weren’t head-down as usual. Instead they thrashed this way and that as if they were looking for a culprit. Oak had already slid down from his bench and was searching around the carriage.

      Azure plunged her hand into her bag to retrieve her wand and simultaneously launched herself in the direction of the carriage. Oak had halted and bending over something at the back of the carriage. Azure and Ever found him bent over a figure.

      “What is it? Is that Laurel?” Azure asked. It had been a woman’s scream.

      “It is not,” Oak said, shaking his head, “but I fear that whoever this is doesn’t have long. She has been cursed.” He took a step away to reveal the figure lying on the ground—a girl with long brownish-black hair and mocha skin. Like the witch in the shop, her skin bore tattoos which started at her fingertips and reached under the straps of her dress. However, they didn’t go any farther as the witch’s had, just crowded her chest and neck. And it was on her neck that Azure saw them: the punctures. They were bright red and blood snaked down her throat to puddle at her collarbone. The girl’s dark-green eyes fluttered opened.

      “Queen Azure…” she whispered, extending her hand, which was covered in gold jewelry, toward Azure. Behind them the flapping of wings drew their attention. Azure spun, expecting to find Manx, but there was only the black of the alleyway.

      Azure turned back around. “Put her in the carriage. We must get out of here now.”

      “But Queen Azure, she’s been cursed. You know what these marks mean, do you not?” Oak questioned.

      “I’ve never seen them in real life, but yes, I absolutely do. As I said before, load her into the carriage.” Azure turned to Ever. “Would you please find Monet, Laurel, and Manx? Tell them we’re leaving very soon.”

      He nodded. “I’ll be back in a moment. Don’t worry, I’ll bring them with me.” Ever left and Azure stared at the girl on the brick road. Oak had still not moved her.

      “Oak!” Azure snapped as she glanced at him. “I asked you to take her to the carriage. Please do as I said.” Behind her Azure heard the flapping of wings again, and this time she knew for a fact that it wasn’t Manx.

      “Queen, you know I will do anything that you say, but this witch has been cursed. We don’t have long,” Oak warned.

      “Yes, she’s been bitten by a vampire, which is why we must try and save her before she becomes a Forsaken. Move her to the carriage now.” Azure spun, putting her back to the girl and Oak, her wand at the ready.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ll be safe from whatever is out there inside the carriage,” Oak said, standing on the ground and looking up at Azure, “but I can’t assure that you’re safe from her inside the carriage.” He pointed to the woman, who was lying across the sofa in the middle of the room.

      “I’ll be fine,” Azure reassured him.

      “I’ll get the dragons ready to go for when your friends return,” Oak said, tipping his hat to the queen before closing the door.

      The girl muttered in her sleep. Was she really sleeping? Was she actually slipping away? Her hair was damp with sweat, and she tossed her head back and forth like she was wrestling a demon in her dreams.

      Azure had never seen someone who had been bitten by a vampire, since the epidemic had been eradicated years before she was born. She’d heard rumors of rogue vampires who had escaped imprisonment, but the founder vampires had been wiped out—at least according to the records. They were the dangerous ones. The ones who were truly to be feared. This girl would become a follower, which was what a bite from a founder vampire did. It turned magical beings into followers. Azure suspected the girl had been bitten by a founder, because she’d heard the beating of wings. Bat wings, she suspected. That was one of the many gifts the founders possessed: the ability to transform into bats.

      The door to the carriage flew open, making Azure jump. “I heard you lost your damn mind, but now I see it with my own eyes.” Monet raced over, putting himself between Azure and the girl, his wand in the hand pointed at the soon-to-be vampire.

      “I couldn’t just leave her there,” Azure argued. “She’d just been bitten.”

      “I agree. You shouldn’t have just left her there. You should have killed her.” Monet’s eyes were trained on the girl, but his words had been intended for Azure.

      “How can you say that? I know you’re not cruel.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m kind, despite what most believe, and a life spent feeding on mammals isn’t an existence I’d wish for the vilest of wizards. That’s the life this girl now has stretching in front of her,” Monet said. He was madder than Azure had ever seen him. His wand-hand was steady, but his voice was shaking.

      “Not to mention that she carries the virus,” Laurel interjected. “Her venom will kill whoever she feeds on in time even if she doesn’t.”

      “That’s what the books dictate, but I’ve never seen a case of vampirism. Laurel, have you?” Azure asked.

      “Well, no. I only also know this from reading,” the werecat said as Ever shut the door behind him. His eyes rested on the figure lying on the couch with a strangely ungallant expression.

      “There hasn’t been a case in over a hundred and fifty years,” Ever informed them.

      “Exactly, which means that things could have changed. There might be options and solutions we didn’t have before. Maybe this time…” Azure’s voice trailed off as she thought hard.

      “Vampires don’t have to be killed or imprisoned,” he finished her sentence.

      “Yes. Maybe things can be different. Maybe we can handle vampires differently than our ancestors did,” Azure said.

      Monet dared to take a few steps closer to the stranger on the couch. He knelt and picked up her arm, feeling for a pulse.

      “Queen Azure, should you really risk helping a vampire? You have a kingdom. I salute your nobility, but shouldn’t someone else champion a cure?” Laurel asked as the carriage took off, nearly knocking them all to the floor from the sudden lurch.

      “If not me, who has vast resources and incredible talent at my disposal, then who? What is the point in leading people only to abandon those who truly need help?” Azure asked, sounding genuinely offended.

      “I was merely saying that your power could be compromised. The crown,” Laurel said, standing her ground.

      And the werecat was right. If Azure’s gran learned she was considering such a thing, she’d advise her against it. This put everyone in danger. A queen should be as far from the follower vampire virus as possible. Being bitten by this stranger would kill Azure and everyone in the carriage. “What is more concerning than the loss of power is that this is the first known case of vampirism in over a century. Where we have a follower vampire, we know that there is a founder.”

      “Do you believe they wanted to turn her, this founder?” Ever asked, his voice careful.

      “I do, and I intend to learn more, but we’ll have to wait until this girl awakes,” Azure said, her eyes resting thoughtfully on the witch, who stirred more violently now in her comatose state.

      “Well, that won’t be long.” Monet dropped the girl’s wrist. “Her pulse has stopped. She’s officially dead now.”

      A deep frown wrinkled every part of Azure’s face with sadness. She hadn’t known the girl, but that didn’t mean she was exempt from mourning the death of a fellow witch, or a creature of any sort.

      “She’ll have lost all her magic when she rises,” Ever said, his voice clinical.

      “But she’ll be immortal. A nice perk of being a follower,” Monet said.

      “Not worth losing one’s magic, I’d say.” Ever crossed his arms, and his expression said this was a personal insult.

      “Well, as someone without magic, I think that it’s a fair trade. Followers are also granted enhanced speed and agility,” Laurel said, musing on this idea in a scientific tone. Yes, turning a wereanimal into a follower vampire would have few disadvantages, but the historical cases proved that most went rabid, unable to control being fused with magic and bat DNA. Vampirism was a complex virus that not all host bodies handled well. The results among species varied.

      “Is there anything you can do to save her at this point?” Azure asked Monet.

      “I’m not the one who has a personal genie in my pocket.” Monet pointed to the bag Azure held.

      Excitement overwhelmed Azure’s chest. Genie! It was fucking perfect. She stuck her hand in to the bag and withdrew the lamp. “Bob, I have a wish for you to grant.”

      Just as before, gray smoke rose a few feet in the air and his round face appeared. Bob sputtered out a cough, clapped himself on the back, and waved his hand to clear the smoke. “I really have to find a different way to make an appearance. This smoke is awful for my lungs, not to mention that it makes me smell like a campfire.”

      “You have lungs? I thought you were a—”

      Azure cut Monet off with a single look. “We have an issue. I need your help.” She pointed to the passed-out girl. “She’s been bitten by a founder vampire and is about to change. I wish for you to save her, make her a human once more, and prevent her from ever becoming a vampire.”

      Bob crossed his thick arms in front of his chest and shook his head. “No can do. Article Six of Section Seven of the Genie Bylaws states that we can’t bring anyone back from the dead.”

      “But she just died,” Azure complained.

      “’Just’ doesn’t matter. The fact remains that the girl is dead, and I can’t bring her back to life. My hands are tied.”

      “Fine, then prevent her from becoming a vampire. You can do that, right?” Azure asked.

      Again the genie shook his head. “Vampires are protected in our bylaws under Section Twelve.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Monet scoffed. “Vampires are a protected class in your bylaws?”

      “All species are protected. I can’t change you into a Light Elf or turn a canary into a wizard,” Bob explained.

      “Why would someone want to turn a canary… Never mind,” Monet said, waving him off.

      “You can’t save her or keep her a witch. What can you do?” Azure asked.

      “I can serve her a thick juicy steak and a bottle of Chianti when she wakes up,” Bob said, proud of himself. “Just make that wish and it will be done.”

      “No deal.” Azure stared intently at the girl, her head clouded by this new situation.

      “Would you like a foot rub? Ice cream? A coffin with your initials on it?” Bob held up a gold ringed-finger for each of the things he listed.

      “A coffin? For me?” Azure asked, confused.

      “Oh,” Bob squeaked, “of course not. I meant for the witch who is about to be a vampire. They hate the sun. I could get her a hat. Just make the wish.”

      Monet strolled over and whispered loudly. “I heard him say, ‘coffin with your initials on it.’”

      “Yes, my genie is out to get me. That’s just my luck,” Azure muttered as the carriage slowed.

      “Master, I only want what’s best for you. You’re my master, who I’m bound to no matter what and must respond to without fail, so why would I want anything but the best for you?” Bob floated up a few inches and then down again with an amused look on his face.

      Azure was too far off in thought to be concerned with the sadistic genie. “Monet and Ever, would you please carry the girl up to the room?”

      “First off, you want to take a newbie follower vampire up to our room? I don’t have to tell you what a bad idea that is,” Monet stated.

      “Fine. Ever, will you do it? I’ll help you.” Azure looked at the Light Elf, who wore a stony expression. He didn’t budge when the carriage came to a halt.

      “I actually agree with Monet on this. I know you want to help, but there’s no cure for vampirism. We’ll all be in danger if you take her with us,” Ever said, looking like he was punishing himself for his words.

      “See? Even though he’s obsessed with you, Ever still opposes this horrible idea of yours,” Monet said.

      “Shut up, Monet,” Azure spat.

      Ever gave her a pleading expression. “I appreciate that you want to help this girl, but one bite from her and we will have the virus, which we can’t recover from. It’s deadly. You know that only founders can turn people into vampires, right? Followers just infect.”

      “But not if she’s restrained and fed,” Azure stated, having mostly thought it out.

      “And second,” Monet said loudly, “how are you going to get a dead girl through the lobby of the citadel to the room?”

      Azure pointed her wand at the girl and whirled it. “Anyone draped on you at this hour, Monet, is obviously drunk.” The witch levitated toward Monet horizontally before going vertical. Her arm hung over his shoulder, and her head lolled forward. She just looked like she’d had a bit too much centaur vodka, and her long black hair covered the bitemarks on her neck.

      Monet narrowed his eyes at Azure, but secured the girl before she slipped off. Ever picked up her other arm and pulled it around his shoulder.

      “Okay, I guess we’re really doing this,” Azure said, turning to the door just as Oak opened it.
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      Laurel mopped a rag across the girl’s forehead, humming a strange tune. From her kneeling position next to the sofa Azure looked up at the werecat, who appeared to be in a trance. She was a natural caregiver, who had already tended many of the animals and residents in Virgo.

      “What is that song you’re humming?” Azure asked. It was a spellbinding melody.

      “It’s a lullaby from Lancothy. We sing it to our young and our sick,” Laurel said, squeezing the rag out into a bowl. The girl had stopped sweating about the time her heart stopped, but Laurel had been adamant about mopping her forehead with the wet rag.

      Azure’s eyelids started to slip closed as Laurel continued humming. “It’s enchanting. Makes me sleepy.” She swayed on her heels a bit.

      “We don’t have magic as wereanimals, but we have our own brand of power—a long tradition of songs, herbs, and other practices that have properties like magic. This lullaby was created to soothe and put people at ease.” Laurel resumed her humming as soon as she was done speaking.

      Azure placed her hand on the werecat’s arm and shook her head. “Although I appreciate your attempts to soothe our guest, please stop singing unless you want me to fall over.”

      Laurel didn’t answer, just went quiet. She sprinkled a drop of the oil that was next to her on the rag and mopped it across the girl’s head. The stranger was now perfectly still, her skin pale.

      “What’s that oil?” Azure asked.

      “It’s bay leaves, an herb known to combat anxiety. It fills the places we think are missing so we don’t feel like we have lost something, which is where many stresses come from,” Laurel explained, rocking back and forth as if she were still humming in her head.

      “Do you often treat the person’s psychological state rather than the ailment?” Azure observed.

      “We are really only thoughts. Our physical manifestation comes from the thoughts we have, which are often triggered by our emotions. In were-animal medicine we treat the emotions first.”

      “If you hens would stop clucking about voodoo for a moment, I have a logical concern,” Monet interrupted from the far side of the room, rummaging through a bag he’d brought. “How do you know that the restraining charm you put on this broad will work when she awakes? What if it won’t hold her down because it doesn’t work on vampires?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Azure said as she stood. “Laurel, you should step back, though, in case Monet is right. A little distance would be good.”

      Laurel didn’t argue, although she didn’t look the least bit worried. She gathered her materials and went toward her room, where she kept her essential oils.

      A whistle caught Azure’s attention and she looked at Monet, who tossed a clear bottle filled with crimson liquid at her. She held it up to the fire and read the label: Rabbit’s blood.

      “What do you want me to do with this?” Azure asked, but the answer dawned on her at that moment. “Oh, you think?”

      “I think she’ll be hungry, and although she might prefer human blood, from everything I’ve read vampires just need blood.” Monet continued rummaging through his bag, pulling out other bottles of red liquid.

      “Well, although you’re against this idea, thanks for being helpful,” Azure said, her hands shaking slightly as she stared at the frozen figure of the girl who would soon awaken as a monster. She’d never been around a vampire, but the lore was consistent. They were savage beasts, owned by the night and their hunger for blood. But they were still people—or at least they had been.

      “You won’t thank me if you come down with a serious ailment that requires blood for the cure, because I’ll probably be all out.” Monet withdrew another bottle from his bag and stood back, looking at the six bottles. That was all the blood he had packed, all from different animals.

      A loud and chilling scream ripped from the girl’s mouth and she bolted upright, her olive-green eyes springing open. Sharp fangs dropped from either side of her upper jaw, and she tried to lunge forward. However, her arms remained pinned to her sides and her legs were glued together in front of her. The girl screamed again, then snarled. Azure’s binding charm was keeping her in place.

      Laurel had returned, and fear blanketed her expression. She and Azure both shot back several feet to put some space between them and the vampire. Now Azure dared to step forward, leaning down.

      “I wouldn’t…” Ever started, but his voice trailed off after the warning look Azure threw at him. He held up his hands in surrender.

      Monet nodded at the Light Elf. “There’s no swaying her once she’s made up her mind.”

      “It’s kind of what I like about her,” Ever replied.

      The girl screamed again, and then a white mark sliced through the middle of one of her green eyes,. It instantly made her appear different. Otherworldly. Immortal.

      “That’s a soul mark,” Laurel said, pointing to the girl’s eye. She was well read, and it was proving useful in this situation.

      “The mark shows that her soul has left her for good,” Azure confirmed, pity in her voice.

      Laurel nodded, weight in the movement.

      The vampire panted like she’d just run a long distance. Her crazed stare shot in ten different directions, as if she were being tortured by distant voices.

      Azure held the bottle of blood in front of the vampire, which got her attention at once. She sniffed the air and trained her eyes on it. “You’re hungry, aren’t you? That’s how this transition works, isn’t it? You’re a vampire now. You know that, right?”

      The vampire didn’t seem to hear her, just dropped her eyes when Azure placed the bottle on the ground.

      Azure raised her wand and swiped it and the bottle rose and floated over to the vampire. Her eyes enlarged with hungry delight as it neared her face. The cork pulled out of the top when it was next to the girl’s mouth, and it tilted forward. The girl drank hungrily, and a few seconds later the blood was gone. She tore her face away from the floating bottle and the ravenous heat started to drain from her eyes.

      Before them, the girl transformed. She had been beautiful before, but now she became something more. Her long straight black hair shrank into gorgeous shiny curls. Her cocoa skin glowed slightly, like it shimmered with bits of diamond. The tattoos on her skin disappeared, and her body slimmed. The features on the vampire’s face changed ever so slightly until they complimented each other perfectly. She blinked at the three in front of her and her eyes glowed slightly, the white streak in her right eye extra-bright.

      “Queen Azure, I came to warn you. I was waiting for you so that I could ask for your help, but now it’s too late. I’ve failed you, and I’ve failed my coven,” the girl said. She twisted, but was not able to move because of the invisible bindings. A new solemnity came to the girl’s face, and her words were slow and full of grief.

      “Warn me? What are you talking about?” Azure asked. “Is this about the founder vampire?”

      The girl shook her head, but then nodded as if she’d changed her mind. Azure could tell that pure sorrow shrouded her mind. This was not someone who had wanted to be a vampire. Who would?

      “Let’s back up,” Azure said, whirling her wand. The girl’s hands fell away from her sides and her legs relaxed.

      “What are you doing? You took the bonds off her?” Monet bolted forward, placing himself in front of Azure.

      Laurel set a paw on his arm. “It’s all right. She’s not dangerous as long as she’s not hungry—that much is obvious. Azure was right to free her.”

      “We can learn just as much with her restrained as not,” Monet said bitterly.

      “But we don’t gain trust that way.” Azure turned back to the vampire. “You know I’m the queen of Virgo. Who are you?”

      The girl swallowed, her eyes skirting around the room as if watching a fly buzzing through the space. “I’m Nenet. I’m with a coven as old as Old Egypt, and I was sent to tell you to be on guard.”

      “Because there’s a founder vampire in the city. The one who got you, correct?” Azure asked.

      Nenet shook her head. “There’s not just one founder vampire, there are two. They’re taking over the kingdom, and have turned many into followers. And now one of the founders has turned me.” The young witch buried her head in her hands and began to sob softly. Azure stepped forward and took a seat next to the girl, folding her in her arms.

      “I’m so sorry. I can only imagine how hard this is to deal with. We can help you. Where is your coven? We’ll take you to them,” Azure said thoughtfully.

      Still crying, Nenet shook her head. “They won’t want me. I’m Forsaken. I have no magic, and I’ll forever be controlled by the hunger.”

      Azure looked up at Monet and inclined her head to the table where the bottles filled with blood were sitting. He took the hint and flicked his wand, making the nearest bottle fly to him. Cautiously he handed it to Azure.

      “Nenet, you’re not a danger as long as you’re not hungry. I know that much of follower vampires. Here.” She took the girl’s hand from her crying face and unfurled her fingers, laying the bottle of blood in her palm. “Take this. We have more, and we will get you as much as you need for as long as you need. When you get hungry, drink this blood and you won’t be a danger to anyone.”

      Nenet shook her head adamantly, but then stopped herself, a pained smile on her tortured face. “Thank you, but that won’t be enough. As a follower vampire I’ll be summoned to my master soon. The founder who turned me has only to request my presence and I’ll have no choice but to find them.”

      Azure’s mouth popped open. She looked up at Monet like his face might make sense of this new information. “Is that how it works?”

      “Yes. The founders own the followers,” Nenet answered, “and the followers feed and spread the deadly virus. This is a growing problem in New Egypt. We lost so many with magic to the virus, and we’ve lost even more to vampirism. And now I…” Nenet sobbed again.

      “The imbalance,” Laurel said in a hushed voice, gaining everyone’s attention.

      “What did you just say?” Azure asked.

      “The centaurs spoke of an imbalance that would affect everyone. Andrei said it couldn’t completely affect me because I don’t have magic. I can’t become a founder, but I could be turned into a follower, although I wouldn’t survive it. And the virus could still kill me. No one is immune to that,” Laurel said.

      Monet slammed his open palm to his forehead. “Oh fuck, and he said that bit about Azure.”

      Azure spun to look at him. “What bit?”

      Laurel drew in a loud breath. “He said that you were already on a course to remedy the approaching war, but one false decision and you’d lose your footing.”

      Azure turned to Nenet, who was still mourning the loss of her humanity. “You said your coven sent you to find me and I could help. I need you to take me to your coven now.”
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      The streets were buzzing with people as the group snuck through the alleyways.

      “All these people should be inside away from vampires,” Nenet said, a piece of fabric wrapped around her head and draped over her shoulders as she led the way through New Egypt.

      “Are the vampires common knowledge?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, but no one truly believes it. Those who have been personally affected, yes, but even they have been hard to convince. It’s just not a problem we’re equipped to handle. You remember how the last epidemic was dealt with?” Nenet asked, halting the group with a hand movement while checking the busy street ahead.

      Azure nodded. It had been brutal—a war that had hardly been documented. Maybe only the gnomes in the Light Elf library knew the true details. Azure made a mental note to scry Gillian and find out what he remembered about the history.

      The buildings thinned as they came to the outskirts of the city, where the desert overwhelmed the land. Azure sucked in a breath when she looked over a mostly flat plain at three giant pyramids. Buildings were sprinkled behind the structures, but the largest of the pyramids monopolized the view. The light of the half-moons made it very noticeable. The vampire grabbed Azure’s wrist and pulled her in the direction of the pyramids, nearly dragging her in her intensity.

      Azure pulled back, dropping her weight into her heels. She pointed at the largest pyramid, which created a strange, foreboding feeling in her chest. “Is that where your coven is located? You said they were as old as New Egypt.”

      “The Great Pyramid of Giza is older than our history, it is true. The first was built on Earth. However, no, that’s not our headquarters. My coven resides there.” Nenet indicated the giant Sphinx, whose outline was also visible.

      Nenet picked up the pace, hurrying across the desert. She moved faster than the rest of the group due to her vampirism, but she kept her pace manageable so everyone could stay with her. Manx had no problem as a raven.

      Twice Nenet checked the horizon where the sun would be rising in a few hours over her shoulder, and each time there was a strange intensity in her gaze. Vampires couldn’t tolerate the sun but it wasn’t clear why, Azure remembered as she was led across the dusty desert. The sand wasn’t thick, and she was glad for that.

      “It’s because of Ra,” Nenet whispered.

      Azure was unsure if she’d heard her right. “What?”

      “You were wondering why vampires can’t tolerate the sun. It’s because the Sun God Ra cursed us,” Nenet explained in a low voice.

      “You heard my thoughts?” Azure asked, slightly repulsed.

      “I guess I did, but it felt like you were speaking out loud,” Nenet said, taking her hand off Azure’s wrist. She was introspectively silent for a moment. “It must have been because I was touching you, since I don’t hear your thoughts now. And I sense that once my vampirism sets in I won’t be able to touch you. Even now I feel repelled. It’s a strange sensation that’s setting in more quickly with each passing minute.”

      Azure brushed her hand over her arm as if wiping away the connection. She felt the others tense behind her. Being with a vampire wasn’t safe, and even she had to admit it. Apparently they had been given telepathy linked to touch along with their enhanced speed, or at least followers did. The founders were no doubt even more powerful.

      “You said Ra cursed the vampires. Can you explain more about the Egyptian connection to vampirism?” Laurel asked.

      “I can’t, but my coven can. It’s where I learned everything that I know.” Nenet sped up, closing the distance to the Sphinx. “Usually we’re required to be invisible when nearing and entering our headquarters, but I no longer have magic.”

      “And we don’t have invisibility charms,” Ever stated.

      “Speak for yourself,” Monet said. He pulled out his wand and waved it at the group. “Invisibilia.”

      Ever, Azure, and Monet turned invisible.

      “What?” Azure asked. “When were you going to share these spells with me?”

      “Surprise!” the bodiless voice of Monet said.

      “Why aren’t Laurel or Nenet invisible?” Ever asked.

      “Probably because they don’t have magic,” Monet said.

      “It doesn’t matter. The leader of my coven will be so angry with me that being visible when entering the headquarters will be the last of his concerns.” Nenet sounded dejected.

      As they neared the Sphinx, the gold and blue of the pharaoh’s headdress was the first thing to come into view. The head had been carved with incredible details, including a magnificent braided beard and discerning eyes. The body was massive, with long front paws, a giant body, and tall hind legs.

      Azure thought they’d run for an area between the front paws, but Nenet stopped several yards from the Sphinx and disappeared into the ground. A moment later Azure realized that there was an underground passage for those who knew how to look. Carefully the group descended the stairs, which were almost completely cast in blackness.

      The steps were narrow, and several times Azure almost slipped. She ran her hands down the stone wall for stability. It wasn’t until they had come to an open room that the torches on the walls gave them any sight. Nenet turned at once and stared at Azure.

      “I leave you here. Go to the stone door ahead and you will be granted access. Your witch blood is all you need,” she said.

      “What about you?” Azure asked.

      “I can go no farther. The Sphinx is guarded from my kind,” Nenet said.

      Azure gulped at the phrase, “My kind.” In one night, the witch before her had lost everything. She was never going to have magic again. She was separate from her people. Becoming a vampire had changed everything for Nenet.

      “Ask to see Chibale. He will explain everything that I can’t.” Nenet kept looking at the stairs that led to the desert, where the sun would soon be rising. Did she have enough time to get to safety? And where would that be found?

      “Where will you go?” Azure asked.

      Nenet blinked, shame in her expression. “I’ve been summoned. I cannot resist it much longer.”

      “Oh.” Azure hiccupped on the word.

      “Your founder,” Laurel guessed.

      The weight of Manx’ raven form landing on Azure’s shoulder nearly made her jump. “Maybe you can stay. Maybe there’s something we can do for you,” Azure said.

      “I’m hoping you can help me. We’re all hoping you can, but I can’t stay to find out. Chibale will have to fill you in on the history. Queen Azure, whatever happens, stay away from the bats,” Nenet said with conviction. She looked deeply into Azure’s eyes before scanning the group, then she was a blur, speeding from the room as only a vampire could.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In cat form Manx led the way to the stone arch, which was flanked by torches set in golden brackets. A door stood before the group. Wait, was it a door? The closer they got, the more transparent it appeared. At an angle, a hallway could be seen on the other side. If you turned your head the other way, the door was solid stone.

      Azure paused only a few inches from the door/not door. “What do you make of this?”

      “Maybe it’s a test, and we have to complete the right tasks to get through,” Manx offered.

      “Maybe it’s a door and we have to knock,” Laurel said.

      “Maybe it’s a trick,” Monet hissed.

      “Maybe its appearance depends on who stares at it,” Ever said, approaching the door and turning to face the group. “Tell me what you each see.”

      Azure answered first. “I see a long hallway with tall columns, mosaic floors, and a golden sarcophagus on the far wall.”

      “I see a door but kind of can see past it, and also not really,” Manx said, squinting.

      “Hallway,” Monet answered at once.

      Laurel scratched her head, confused. “I only see a door.”

      Ever turned and looked at the entryway. “I see everything that Azure does, as well as the door.”

      “So what does that mean? Laurel can’t see it, Manx kind of can, and the three of us can totally see the hallway,” Azure mused, and then she knew. She held her hand out and pushed it through the door, not meeting any obstacles. “Those with magic can pass. Those with little or none cannot.”

      “Those are my thoughts too,” Ever said, extending his own hand.

      “I have magic,” Manx complained, walking forward. His head hit the door first, and while he wasn’t blocked from passing, it was like he had rammed into a soft pillow. He moved backward, sat on his hind legs, and looked offended.

      “You have magic, but it’s limited to your shapeshifting. I’m guessing you could pass if you wanted to, but it might take some effort,” Azure said.

      “And I can’t pass at all.” Laurel’s voice was dejected, and her face spoke of her feelings at being left out.

      “It’s how these witches guard against vampires and other creatures that might mean them harm. Those without magic can’t pass into their headquarters.” Azure sank down and picked up Manx, then stepped forward and held the cat out to Laurel. “I’m sorry you can’t accompany us, Laurel, but would you two please look after each other?”

      Laurel took the pooka a bit begrudgingly. “I wish Nenet would have mentioned this before dragging us all out here.”

      “I’m sure she wasn’t quite thinking clearly, as none of us would have been in her position,” Azure said.

      Manx changed into a large black dog and Laurel nearly fell backward from the weight of the giant animal. She dropped him at once. “Damn it! You’re a jerk.”

      He wagged his tail and barked delightedly at her. “Oh, come on. I thought that was funny. Why don’t we race back to the hotel? Whoever arrives there first gets the first shot of Monet’s centaur vodka.”

      “Don’t touch my stash, Dog Bone,” Monet warned.

      Azure shook her head. “We’ll return to the hotel as soon as we can. Please keep an eye out for Finswick. And I want both of you to be careful. Since it’s night, vampires could be prowling the streets. Stick together.”

      The dog and the werecat nodded, and Azure turned her attention to the barrier. She gave Ever, who stood to one side of her, a tentative look. “Are you ready—”

      Monet grabbed her wrist and strolled forward. “Come on, Queeny. Let’s make some new friends.”
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      A melodic trickling sound echoed throughout the long hallway from the fountains next to each of the red columns. The passage was dark, since the only light came from the large fire basins on the far side of the room. The ceiling was riddled with skylights which would light the space during the day.

      At the far end of the hallway, the golden sarcophagus sat flush against the wall. There were no doors or other outlets.

      “What do you suppose we’re to do?” Azure asked, wand out and eyes scanning the space.

      “Your new friend Nenet has a horrible reputation already for leaving out pertinent details,” Monet said, earning a nod from Ever. The Light Elf looked as perplexed as Azure.

      “Well, we know one must have magic to come this far, so it stands to reason that we need to use magic to get any farther into the headquarters,” Azure said, thinking aloud. She strode over to the sarcophagus, which had been detailed very much like the head on the Sphinx they were currently underneath. She gripped her wand and tried a few different spells, but none of them had an effect.

      “Queen Azure, why don’t you try a simple opening spell?” a voice said at their backs. All three wheeled around to find a girl who looked remarkably like Nenet staring back at them. She had the same brownish-black hair and olive-green eyes, but this girl still had the tattoos.

      “Nenet?” Azure asked, peering at her with fear but also interest. Had the vampire come back? Were they safe?

      The girl shook her head and hurried forward, picking up her long white robes. “No, but I see you’ve met my twin sister. I’m Nefertiti.”

      “Oh. How did you guess that I am Queen Azure?”

      “Well, few dress in Victorian gowns in New Egypt since the heat doesn’t allow for such things,” Nefertiti said, scanning Ever and then Monet briefly.

      Azure suddenly felt dumb for wearing such a dress. Shortsighted. “Yes, well, you’re right. My gran is not the practical type, and she all but forced me into the dress.”

      Nefertiti, who was somehow more beautiful than her vampire sister, narrowed her eyes at Azure, a smug look on her pink mouth. “And here I thought you were queen and able to make your own decisions. You should at the very least be able to dress yourself.”

      “I am.” Azure snapped the two words, her cheeks flushing pink. Then she remembered about Nenet. This was her twin, and she’d have to break the news to her. Shoving away her ego, she inclined her head to the door. “You said a simple opening spell would work?”

      “Yes, but where is my sister? I suppose she found you,” Nefertiti said, looking around.

      “She did, and led us here to the Sphinx. Nenet told us to speak with Chibale,” Azure said, trying to determine how she could break such devastating news to this girl. Nenet was her twin, and now she was lost to her forever. It wasn’t right. But she didn’t know how to say what she must, so instead Azure said, “Will you lead us through and introduce us?”

      Nefertiti considered her for a moment and then nodded. “Follow me,” she said, flicking her wand at the sarcophagus and muttering, “Patentibus.”

      The wall behind the sarcophagus shook. Azure had expected the chest to slide out of the way, but instead the wall split behind it and receded. Nefertiti strolled through the resulting door, her chin in the air and her hands clasped in front of her.

      The commotion in the next room was a stark contrast to the quiet solitude of the hallway. Witches and wizards in flowing white robes lounged around a pool of water that ran the length of the great room. A tall fountain graced the middle of the atrium-like room, trickling water hovering in arcs over the surface. Most people were talking excitedly when the group entered, but all stopped conversing after laying their eyes on the three foreigners.

      “Good thinking, wearing the red dress. You stand out like a bloody thumb,” Monet said, hardly parting his lips.

      “You’re one to talk, Green-hair McGoo-head,” Azure said. It was an old nickname that she hadn’t used for Monet in quite some time. Her nervousness must have brought it to mind.

      A man with a group of witches and wizards gathered around him parted from the crowd and hurried over to them. He wore a white linen button-up shirt and his loose-fitting pants matched. His long black hair had been pulled back in a ponytail, and his bright blue eyes were curiously fixed on the group of three. Symbolic tattoos covered the man’s hands, arms, chest, neck, and half his face. He looked neither old nor young, but absolutely had a sophisticated attractiveness that gave Azure pause. This man, with his exotic appearance and the trusting eyes, was unlike anyone she’d ever seen. He had a rare grace.

      “Nefertiti, thank you for escorting the queen here, but I did ask your sister to do that,” the man said.

      “I just allowed them into this room. Nenet brought them here, but I don’t know where she is,” the young witch said.

      The man smiled at Azure, a knowing expression in his eyes. “Queen Azure, may we please start with introductions, and then you can fill us in before we do the same.”

      He extended his tattooed hand. Azure had never seen so many designs on a person. Looking over the man’s shoulder, she noted that everyone in the large room was covered in tattoos. The bare legs of the women wading in the long pool were marked, although most people’s arms were covered so she couldn’t see them. However, no one had any markings on their face, unlike the man before her.

      She took his hand and shook it.

      “My name is Chibale and I welcome you to New Egypt, although I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      Azure’s smile dropped. “You are a member of the council, aren’t you? My tour was made known to you?”

      Chibale nodded, pointing to a narrow passage off the main room. “Will you follow me? There’s much for us to discuss, and I sense you will not want others around for what you must disclose.”

      Did he know about Nenet? It seemed like he knew something. “Of course, but first… These gentlemen are members of my cabinet, Monet and Ever.” She presented the man on either side of her to Chibale.

      “Ah, yes…Monet Torrance. The news of your work with potions has traveled far and wide. I was glad to hear that you’d be accompanying the queen. We could use your expertise, if you wish to converse with our Potion Masters.” When he looked at Ever he simply smiled and nodded, but there was something under it, as if he didn’t trust the Light Elf.

      Azure followed when Chibale turned and strode down the long hallway. The walls sparkled with blue tiles, and the gold under their feet and above their heads made them feel as if they were walking on the beaches of the river.

      “You must forgive me, Queen Azure. You know by now that New Egypt is being overrun by vampires. I knew of it when you sent your announcement of the tour, and I knowingly allowed you to enter the city without telling you or your cabinet about it,” Chibale disclosed, but there was no guilt on his tattooed face.

      “You knew that my cabinet would never allow me in the kingdom if there were vampires roaming about, didn’t you?” Azure asked, not yet mad. Maybe this wasn’t something to be upset about. She hadn’t decided yet.

      “I did, but I also knew that we needed alliances. Strong and powerful ones, although that presents a double-edged sword now. I know what you did to save your people from the virus they were infected with by the Land of Terran,” Chibale said.

      “I have forgiven the people of Terran and we have peaceful relations now. My brother is one of my closest allies,” Azure said proudly.

      “I understand that. I’m merely speaking of your reputation for overcoming the odds.”

      “If you wanted my help, why didn’t you just ask for it?” Azure said.

      “I know of no witch or wizard or other magical species who will run to help a society that’s being picked off by vampires. We are helpless against founders, and followers present other threats. For this reason, we’ve kept the danger a secret from those outside our borders.” His eyes swiveled to the ruby gem around her neck, interest growing in his gaze.

      “I’m not like others, nor are my people. We are all Oricerans, and will fight to help our people wherever they are,” Azure said, meaning it.

      “I’d heard about your devotion, but now I see it isn’t simply rumor,” Chibale said. “The truth is that the river speaks to us, telling us secrets. It has spoken your name many times in connection with our current vampire problem. I knew I must allow you to come to New Egypt, but I had to wait until you arrived to disclose why. Now I realize that the river was right. You’re already a part of the solution.”

      “Why would you say that? I’ve done nothing to help since I’ve been here.” Azure thought of Nenet and a pang of guilt hit her. Maybe she’d actually done something to hinder by getting Nenet bitten. The witch had been there to meet her, after all.

      The two leaders strolled down the long corridor shoulder to shoulder, Chibale with his hands clasped behind his back. Monet and Ever were directly behind them, eyes down and ears listening intently. “I know that the river was correct because you’ve been given something that none of us own and all wish to possess. That necklace… Where did you get it?”

      Azure’s hands clasped the stone on her chest. At first she wanted to say it was her soul stone, but then she remembered the truth. “A witch in a shop gave it to me. She said it fit, and that it was from Mage Lenore.”

      Chibale nodded like this all made perfect sense. “You’ve been chosen, then.”

      Azure stopped. “Chosen for what?”

      “To protect. That necklace is the only one in existence, and it protects the wearer from being bitten by a founder or follower vampire.”

      “Wait, Azure is immune?” Ever asked, his voice laced with disbelief.

      Chibale nodded. “She is.” He reached out, fingers inches away from the necklace and eyes curious. Azure froze, unsure if she should pull away or stand still in an act of trust. She closed her fists and remained unmoving. The wizard lifted his blue eyes, a smile in them as he looked at her. “Mage Lenore must have great faith in you.”

      “Is it true that you found her home on the Mountain of Truth?” a voice asked from the stone floor. Azure peered down to find a sleek black cat with large pointy black ears staring up at her. The feline wore a thick gold collar that resembled a snake and she’d seemingly appeared from nowhere, as cats were wont to do.

      “We found Mage Lenore’s house,” she said, looking at the cat.

      “Then you are the first and only witch to meet her in over a century.” The animal looked up at Chibale, a blank expression on its face. “The river might be right about her one day replacing the great mage.”

      The wizard’s cheek twitched ever so slightly, but the reaction had been there. The cat had said too much. “This is my familiar, Cleo. She is very, very old and some say a bit senile.”

      Chibale walked on, and Azure followed at once. They soon came to a round room with stone bas-reliefs of the Egyptian god Anubis, stood around the space. The figures were all caryatids, and they held up the intricate crown molding that graced the room. The ceiling was a dome, painted with a cloudy blue sky. In the middle of the room sat a throne covered in Egyptian hieroglyphics. Azure was not surprised when Chibale took a seat in the throne and looked at her with a noble expression. “Would you like to tell me about Nenet now? I fear it is bad news.”

      Azure gulped. “I’m afraid you’re correct. We found her tonight next to my carriage. She’d been bitten by a founder.”

      If Chibale was shocked, his face didn’t show it. His expression remained stony, as if he were one of the men with jackal heads lining the room. “Nenet was waiting for me when a founder bit her. We gave her animal blood, and she brought us here. I tried to get her to stay and told her we could help her fight the craving, but she said she’d been summoned. Before I could—”

      “You cannot battle the dominance a founder has over a follower. We have tried,” Chibale said coolly, crossing one leg over the other. His pants rose to show more tattoos on his legs and feet. “Now, did I hear correctly? That you tried to take care of Nenet after she’d been bitten?”

      “We told her it was a daft idea, but Azure likes to get herself into mischief. It’s part of her charm.” Monet was at her side and he tilted his head as he looked at her affectionately. “You’re just not happy if you’re not giving one of us a heart attack by doing something dumb, are you?” He chipped his fist playfully at her jaw.

      “I couldn’t leave her there. I thought we could save her somehow. This was my first time with a vampire,” Azure said to Chibale, trying to defend her actions.

      “Your instincts proved useful because you couldn’t be harmed. Not while wearing the necklace,” Chibale said.

      Azure looked around for a seat or something else, but there was only the one throne in the round room. It felt strange to stand idly while this king sat staring regally at them. She had never liked her own throne and refused to sit in it, but now she recognized how it put those standing in a subservient position. She held up her wand and circled it three times. Before the king, three chairs almost identical to his sprang from the floor.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” she asked Chibale. “I’ve been on my feet all night, and unfortunately my gran doesn’t think I should wear practical shoes on this trip—only things that will make me twist my ankles.”

      Chibale slid his eyes to the side with an air of calm superiority. “I guess not,” he said mildly.

      Azure took a seat, but Ever remained standing while Monet strolled around the room, eyeing the walls. From the entrance, Cleo watched the group, her yellow eyes studying them.

      “Will you tell me about your coven? I’m really intrigued by your people. You do not dislodge a soul stone, is that right?” Azure hadn’t seen a single witch or wizard with a purple amethyst like the one fastened into the leather band around Monet’s wrist.

      “That’s correct. I understand that each coven is different in that way, somehow dictated by the energy of Oriceran in their geographical homeland. Here in New Egypt, when a witch or wizard comes into power the magic draws the first tattoo on their body, usually on the fingertips or hand.”

      Chibale tapped his fingers rhythmically on the arm of the chair. Each was covered in symbols from the tip to the second knuckle. The top of his hand had larger streaked designs that circled until they met the wrists. Different artwork covered his arms and shoulders, most of it symbols or patterns. Even more intricate patterns that ran over his chest peeked from his shirt. Tattoos had been drawn on his neck and his face, and the leg that was exposed by his pants riding up had a cast of black ink that ran all the way to his toes.

      “Did it hurt?” Monet asked, his tone curious but his eyes on a set of drawings engraved on the wall.

      “Did it hurt when you dislodged your soul stone?” Chibale countered.

      “It felt like I was choking and going to die, so sure—it hurt a bit,” Monet said.

      “When magic presents itself from the body or on it, there is displeasure. It’s impossible for such a power to not disturb us.” Chibale snapped his fingers at Cleo and the feline disappeared, understanding his nonverbal message.

      “Your tattoos… They spread as you age, is that correct?” It was Ever who asked this question. He hadn’t left his spot behind Azure.

      Chibale did not look at him when he answered. “Our soul designs expand as our magic does. The greater our power, the more they cover us. Unlike a soul stone, which represents a witch’s power before coming to her magic, a wizard’s soul design represents who they’ve become after being granted magic.

      “You must be quite powerful,” Azure observed.

      Chibale steepled his fingers in front of him. “The leader of this coven isn’t chosen by blood. We learned our lesson from the old pharaohs. Instead, those with the greatest power and the most extensive soul designs takes the throne. It isn’t a role we regard lightly since, unlike your title, it can easily be lost. I’m constantly challenged for my position as leader.”

      Azure stood now, peering down at Chibale. “I fought for my crown. It wasn’t simply given to me.”

      “He’s trying to get under your skin,” Monet said matter-of-factly, calmly strolling to the next set of pictures and turning to the coven leader. “You don’t have to play the ‘who’s wand is bigger’ game, Bale. Azure is here to help you. Keep the subtle insults to a minimum or you’ll have to answer to me.” Monet narrowed his eyes, turning back to closely study the next set of drawings and looking unflustered by the threat he’d just made.

      Chibale stood and motioned for Cleo, who had just appeared in the archway, to come forward. “Cleo, would you lead these three to their rooms? I must attend to Nefertiti. I can sense her growing worried about her sister.”

      “You can sense her?” Azure asked.

      “Yes. We are connected, just as a tributary is connected to the river and it is connected to everything else.” Chibale strode for the exit.

      “But I have more questions. More things to ask you.” Azure was annoyed by the pompous attitude of the King.

      Chibale halted, but turned only his head to answer. “And I have more things to tell you. I offer you a place to stay, since the night is still upon us. You are safe to travel to your hotel, but your companions are not. In the morning I will explain what we have failed to cover tonight.”
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      “My fucking vodka is at the hotel,” Monet said, taking a flask from his robe’s pocket and unscrewing the lid.

      “What do you call that?” Azure asked as they strode behind the feline, who had her tail high in the air. She thought about Finswick, wondering where he was. He’d be fine. He always was, but she wished he were here to insult this cat. Tell her that her collar was on too tight, based on the smug look on her face. Maybe she was being too uptight about this coven. They were going through a hard time. It was just that she wasn’t sure if they could be trusted, although at first she’d been well disposed toward Chibale. They are just different, she told herself. Different isn’t bad.

      “I call this ‘not enough,’” Monet said, shaking the flask. The liquor swished back and forth.

      Ever grabbed Azure’s arm and pulled her to a halt. “We don’t have to stay here tonight. We could send a message to Oak and have him bring the carriage, or we could just leave now on our own.”

      “You won’t make it far,” Cleo said. She had paused as well, and turned her head over her shoulder.

      “I think you underestimate our carriage and its coachman, Litter Box,” Monet said to the feline.

      “Maybe I do, but you still have to get into and out of it, which is when you can expect to be hunted by a vampire. They prowl viciously at night. And if I’m not mistaken, you are Monet Torrance, the powerful Potions Master. They will want you. A founder would no doubt take you,” Cleo said, batting her long eyelashes.

      “And what about Ever?” Monet asked, sounding curious.

      “What about the Light Elf? I suppose followers have to feed,” the cat said, facing them and sitting down.

      Azure blinked surprised by the cat’s rude remark. She’d noticed since the beginning the standoffish way they had treated Ever. Were they intolerant of other species? Maybe they didn’t trust him because he wasn’t a witch or wizard. Their barriers did keep out those without magic, but he’d gotten around that by being a Light Elf.

      “Ever, I can’t risk something happening to you or Monet. I’ll send word to Laurel that we’re all right and staying over. Let’s meet with Chibale first thing in the morning, and then we’ll decide what to do next.” Before Azure could say another word, Cleo rose and started strolling down the long corridor again. They followed her back to the main room and then to another hallway through another doorway.

      “The queen is in the first room, and her servants are in the following two,” Cleo said, continuing past the three sets of doors.

      “I’m not her servant,” Monet scoffed.

      “I believe you were introduced as her cabinet members, which makes you her servants,” the cat said before disappearing around a corner.

      Azure paused, her hand on the doorknob. “Don’t let her get to you. We’re a team, and you both know it.” Azure realized how tired she was just then, and waved a polite goodnight to the guys as she entered her room.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning Azure was awakened by a soft rapping on the door. At least, she thought it was morning. There were no windows in the small round room with its potted tropical plants and tapestries. Having no natural light was one of the downfalls of living under the Sphinx, she supposed. The plants must have been enchanted with a sunshine spell in order to grow and stay alive.

      “What?” she groaned, realizing she’d only slept a few hours. It had taken longer than she liked to write a message to Laurel on a piece of parchment and enchant it to fly as a paper airplane to its recipient. She’d mastered that easy spell long ago, but her magic worked differently here for some reason. Or maybe it was the necklace. Whatever it was, the long night had left her exhausted. She’d need one of those potions Monet made that kept him going on days when he stayed up late drinking.

      The door to her room opened and Nefertiti’s head popped through. Her hair had been braided into three separate sections, each with gold strung through it.

      “Oh…Nefertiti,” Azure said. She bolted up, then realized she only had on her undergarments. She pulled the crisp linen sheet around her to shield herself. She’d found it impossible to sleep in the tight red dress, and had decided it was safe to take it off for the night. Now it was strewn on the chair on the far side of the small room. “I’m so sorry about Nenet. You know by now, don’t you?”

      “I’m sorry too,” Nefertiti said, coming into the room and closing the door behind her. She held a stack of linens in her hands and wore a calm expression on her face. “I knew that Nenet would end up getting herself bitten. She was always taking unnecessary risks.”

      Azure tensed, studying the girl. “You don’t seem as heartbroken as I thought you’d be. Are you in shock?”

      “I’m pissed,” Nefertiti said, venom in her voice. “We’ll discuss that in a minute. First, take these clothes. They aren’t the tight-fitting gowns you’re used to, but they are better-suited for the heat of the desert, and they’re clean.”

      Azure didn’t hesitate. She’d much rather be practical than fashionable. And she had quite liked the draped white clothes the witches of New Egypt wore.

      “Oh, I forgot your sandals,” Nefertiti said. She pulled a bronze wand from a pocket of her dress. It looked somewhat like Azure’s, but had a hook at the top, like the crook that was often seen with sarcophagi. Crook and flail, Azure remembered from her lessons. The crook represented power, and the flail the abundance of the land. When Nefertiti pointed it into the air, a pair of leather sandals of a minimalistic design appeared on the floor before her feet.

      At once Azure’s eyes swelled with gratitude. “Practical shoes! Thank you.”

      Nefertiti turned her back, directing her eyes to the far wall. “Get dressed and I’ll show you to the dining hall. Chibale waits for you there.”

      Azure pulled the white gown over her head. It was as light as silk, but felt durable and strong. It hooked over one shoulder, leaving the other bare, and the rest of the cloth flowed to the ground. She slipped on the sandals and checked her appearance in the mirror.

      Before she could say she was ready, Nefertiti spun back. Her eyes barely grazed Azure before she headed for the door. She halted there and turned back, her olive-green eyes overflowing with tears suddenly. “I’m heartbroken that my sister has been turned. I’ve seen it happen to a few, but now this is personal. Chibale says the river whispers your name for a reason. Queen Azure, please help us. You may not be able to save my sister, but you must help save my people, if for no other reason than my sister and others like her. She was a good person. More good people will be turned if the vampires are allowed to reign.”

      Azure couldn’t find her voice for a moment. Being face to face with a stranger’s pain wasn’t easy. She didn’t take the fact that this girl and these witches needed her help lightly, but she had no idea how to fix any of this or why Mage Lenore had the necklace given to her. After a moment she shook her head. “I’ll do everything that I can. I promise you that much.”

      “I trust that you will,” Nefertiti said, opening the door. “I would prefer that my people do not see me in this way. Will you show yourself to breakfast?”

      The girl’s eyes were wet, her eyelashes clumped together with tears. Aside from that she looked the perfect picture of poise. Still, Azure nodded.

      “The dining area is down this hallway on the left. You can’t miss it. Chibale has the long table in the center reserved for you all. You are to sit at the far end of the table, and do not eat until he does. It is a show of respect for your host,” Nefertiti said and then she was gone, scurrying down the hallway in the opposite direction.

      Azure smoothed down the hair around her braid as she headed out of her room. The hallway was empty and was lit by torches like most of the areas she’d been in. She heard trickling water, and was unsurprised to find a round fountain with three levels when she turned the corner. It sat at the far end of the hallway, with outlets on either side. The New Egyptians seemed to enjoy fountains, which she found quite interesting. It must have been the connection to the river.

      To the left she heard the clinking of plates and conversations, so that was where the dining hall was. She turned briefly to see what was in the opposite hallway and a bright light nearly blinded her. Azure held up her arm in self-defense, but soon realized that she wasn’t in immediate danger. She brought her arm down, thinking she’d see a reflective light of some sort that had been bounced off a plate of metal, but what she found wasn’t something she could describe. It wasn’t a reflection, but rather a sliver of light hanging in the open space of the hallway.

      Tentatively Azure approached the light, which was a few inches wide in the middle and tapered at the ends. She moved close to it and then stepped past it, thinking it was coming from something on the other side. It wasn’t, and it disappeared when she went behind it. She stepped back, and there was the light again. And now she could see something moving in it. Were those faces? She squinted. There was definitely something in there, but what was it?”

      “I was afraid you’d gotten lost,” Ever said at her back, nearly making her lose her breath.

      Azure started and spun. The Light Elf stood in the arch leading to the dining hall wearing a white button-up shirt and linen pants similar to those Chibale had worn the day before.

      “Oh, I’m glad you’re here. Look, what is this?” She turned around and the sliver of light was gone. It had disappeared.

      “What is what?” Ever asked.

      Azure whipped around. “You didn’t see it when you came up? There was a light.”

      “A light? Like what kind of light?” he asked, sounding interested.

      “I don’t know. At first it was blinding and then I thought I saw something in it, like people, but now it’s gone.”

      Ever nodded, not an ounce of skepticism in his expression. “Maybe Chibale will know and can explain. He’s waiting for you. Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” Azure said at once, strolling forward but still slightly unnerved by the strange light. “I’m anxious to get answers and return to our group. I don’t like leaving the others out there without us.”

      “I agree,” Ever said, calmly striding beside her.
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        * * *

      

      The dining hall was filled with small round tables, and witches and wizards had gathered around them to share their breakfasts. In the center was a twelve-person rectangular table with Chibale at one end. Azure stared at the other end, which seemed so far from her host when they had important matters to talk about. Monet sat on one side, and the rest of the chairs were empty.

      Fuck customs, Azure thought, taking the seat next to Chibale. They needed to speak, and screaming over five place settings would just be ridiculous.

      Chibale tightened his eyes at Azure, his displeasure at her not following their rules evident.

      “Last night you said that my being in New Egypt was a double-edged sword. What did you mean by that?” She launched straight into her most burning question while picking up a piece of the flat bread from the middle of the table and spreading orange jelly on it. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she’d smelled the baked fruit and roasted meats in the dining hall.

      Chibale rotated his head slightly and peered at her as if wondering what she’d do next. She eyed his untouched plate of food. Azure tore off a piece of the bread and popped it into her mouth, then dropped the rest onto her plate.

      “Queen Azure, you aren’t like any nobility I’ve ever met,” Chibale said sternly, fingers tightening around his brass goblet.

      “Is that a problem?” Azure asked. “I can only be who I am.”

      Chibale’s mouth flattened into a hard line and his eyes bounced around on her features. Suddenly he broke into a loud laugh. “Not a problem for me. You might actually be a real person after all.” He raised his goblet ,which gained the attention of everyone in the dining hall. “Please join me in welcoming our newest ally, and the most remarkable queen I’ve ever had the pleasure of dining with. Queen Azure, the New Egyptians welcome you. Our home is yours. Our kingdom awaits your grace. Glory to the queen of Virgo!”

      There was a great stir in the dining hall as people picked up their goblets and lifted them. “Glory to the queen,” they toasted in unison.

      Azure gazed at the faces. Some had tattoos, but most wore only smiles.

      “Thank you, Chibale. I realize now I was being tested,” Azure said boldly to the king.

      “Isn’t everything a test?” he asked seriously.

      “I guess it’s about perspective.” Azure took a steaming bowl of eggs and ladled some onto her plate.

      “Back to your question, Queen Azure. Yes, your being here is a double-edged sword, as I mentioned last night. I need resources to fight these vampires, since I’m struggling alone, and I believe you would be a strong ally. However, what this coven of vampires wants is strong witches and wizards to turn. We’ve lost some of our best to them already. I’m certain that they would want to make you and me into founders.” Chibale leaned forward, his blue eyes burning with frustration. “I don’t know enough, and what I do know only begs more questions.”

      “Let’s start with what you know,” Azure said between bites.

      “I believe that New Egypt was chosen by this coven for a reason. Egypt, on Earth, is where the first vampire was created. The pharaohs on Earth employed wizards to build the pyramids and the Sphinx. It was then that a bat came upon a wizard casting magic, and a vampire was born. The bats are attracted to the magic and absorb it, becoming one with the witch or wizard. That’s how founders are created. Followers are born when a founder bites another. Ra, the God of the Sun, cursed vampires to be unable to walk during the day. There was a battle between the gods, and Osiris rose and made vampires immortal. Vampires acquired their powers in Egypt. Egypt on both Earth and Oriceran is where vampires are strongest, but also weakest because of how the gods control them. That is as much as I know. Like I said, this information only raises more questions.”

      “So if vampires were born in Egypt, then it stands to reason that their undoing resides there as well,” Ever said from his place beside Azure.

      Chibale stroked his chin, musing on the idea. “That’s a hopeful thought, but maybe a bit too optimistic.”

      “What’s the connection between your Egypt and the one on Earth?” Monet asked, filling his goblet.

      “They are twin kingdoms, very much like Nenet and Nefertiti are twins,” Chibale explained.

      “You mean that they look the same mostly but there are inherent differences, right?” Azure asked.

      “Exactly. There’s energy bleeding between our world and Earth, and it started in Egypt. The crystal on top of the Great Pyramid helps resonate the magical energy on Earth. It was created to siphon energy between portals on Earth and Oriceran,” Chibale said.

      A chill ran down Azure’s back, making her shiver, but she wasn’t sure why.

      Chibale paused at her reaction. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said at once, her head buzzing with questions. “This energy siphon… Is that why the cities mirror each other?”

      “That’s exactly why. These are parallel universes. The pyramids were created on Earth, but what is constructed there becomes tangible here and vice versa. However, over time the things created change. The magic on Oriceran preserves things, in a way,” Chibale said.

      “Is it possible that there are natural portals between our world and Earth, and they present themselves in New Egypt? Like holes or tears between the worlds due to this siphoned energy?” Azure asked, thinking of the strange light she saw earlier in the hallway.

      Chibale pushed out his chair and stood suddenly, leaning over Azure with a strange intensity in his eyes. “Have you seen one of the holes?”

      Azure bristled at his sudden reaction. “Yes, I think so—earlier in the hallway. Why?”

      “The river spoke of these tears recently. It told our people that answers to the vampires could be found on the other side of one of these. We’ve searched the kingdom and never found one. Where was it?” Chibale straightened, peering at the hallway she’d come in from.

      “It’s gone now. So you’re saying it’s in Egypt? We need to go to Earth-Egypt?” Azure turned to Ever. “Can you create a portal to there?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never understood why until now, but I can’t create portals to Egypt.”

      “That’s because the only way directly there is through one of these tears. Queen Azure, you must find a tear again and travel through it. This is the most hope we’ve had in quite some time.” Chibale’s expression was a mix of anxious worry and excitement. He was vibrating with it.

      “Easy-peasy. Azure, we need you to walk around New Egypt until you find a tiny tear in the world. That shouldn’t take long,” Monet drawled, leaning back in his chair with his goblet in hand.

      Chibale turned slowly and looked at him. “She’s the only one who has seen a tear. Maybe it’s the necklace. Whatever the reason, we need to find the tear again and go through.”

      “Maybe there’s another solution.” Azure felt around and realized that she had left her bag in her room. “I have a genie’s lamp. Maybe I can have him—”

      “You have a what?” Chibale cut her off, somehow mustering even more astonishment.

      “A genie’s lamp. We found it on our way here,” Azure said, standing as well. She was tired of Chibale leaning over her.

      “That’s simply incredible. No lamp has returned to New Egypt in quite some time,” he said.

      “Bob, the genie… He’s afraid of New Egypt. Can you tell me more about the lamp’s history?” Azure asked.

      “I can, but not now. It’s a very sordid tale, and will take much longer than we have. But don’t waste a wish on trying to find a tear. By the time you get there it could be gone, and then you’d be down one wish,” Chibale advised.

      “Okay, so back to strolling around the desert willy-nilly. Good plan.” Monet stood, swaying slightly as if his feet had gone to sleep while he sat.

      “I wish there was another way, Queen Azure, but this is our best chance. My people are relying on you,” Chibale said.

      Monet had already come around the table and hooked his arm through Azure’s. “Let’s stroll around and find this tear between the universes. My flask is newly filled, so we’ll get drunk while we do it.”
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      Azure stopped at her room to get her bag, which contained the lamp. She couldn’t believe she’d left it behind; such a treasure really shouldn’t be forgotten. What if someone had stolen it? She strapped the bag over her shoulder and set out to find the tear.

      “Where do we go first?” Monet asked, handing his flask to her. Ever had returned to the hotel to check on Laurel and Manx, although Azure also thought it was to get away from the witches and wizards here. They all gave him strange looks and treated him as an outsider.

      “I saw the tear in the hallway next to the dining hall, so let’s go in that direction.” Azure set off for the hallway with the giant fountain and scanned for the bright light as they walked.

      “What do you make of this Chibale character?” Monet asked, pulling a package from his robes.

      “What’s that?” Azure asked, taking a small sip from the flask. It was a bit too early to be drinking, but searching for a mysterious break between universes to find unknown information on stopping vampires was definitely a reason to break the rules.

      Monet opened the wrapper to reveal a piece of yellow candy. “It’s Laffy Taffy. I scored a whole bag of Earth candy in the Dark Market for this trip.” He took a bite from the stubborn piece of candy, stretching it to three times its normal length. After chewing a great deal he grimaced. “Gross—it’s banana-flavored. Why would anyone ever make something banana-flavored?” Reluctantly he swallowed, a sour look on his face the whole time.

      “To answer your question, I think I trust Chibale. I think he’s governed by certain traditions, and maybe he’s a bit closed-minded about those who aren’t witches and wizards—like Ever—but he seems to be a strong leader. I couldn’t imagine if our people were being hunted by vampires,” Azure said, turning to scan the hallway they’d just come through.

      “Oh, you couldn’t imagine your people losing their magic due to a deadly virus?” Monet mocked.

      “Okay, well, I guess I could.” Azure laughed. “I still wonder why Mage Lenore intended for me to have this necklace. And why can I see the tears?”

      “All curious questions which I’m sure we won’t find out for three more books,” Monet said, unwrapping another Laffy Taffy.

      “What are you talking about? Are you drunk?”

      “Why, yes I am. Do you ever think that we’re just characters in a book and there’s this author person writing our story? I bet the readers love the hell out of me.” Monet’s cheeks were pink from the alcohol.

      “You’ve lost your damn mind. I’m certain that if our story were in a book everyone would want you dead.” Azure looked at the ceiling. “Author person, if you exist and are writing our story, will you please kill Monet in the next act?”

      He shook his head as he read the wrapper. “Hey, this candy is going to break my teeth, but on the bright side there are jokes in the wrappers. Listen to this one.” Monet cleared his throat. “Why is a bad joke like a bad pencil?”

      “I don’t know,” Azure answered as they approached a new set of rooms.

      “Because it has no point!” Monet gave a fake laugh and slapped his thigh.

      “Ha, ha.” Azure paused when they entered a large space that reminded her of the greenhouses in Virgo. Palm trees lined the walls, almost hiding them, and the floor changed suddenly. It was covered in dirt, and plants had been scattered everywhere. A path snaked around the room.

      “Uh, did we just step outside? I thought we were underground,” Monet said, looking up from the new piece of candy he’d just opened.

      “We are, but I think this is where they grow their plants and herbs,” Azure said, looking up. There was a strange source of light that resembled the sun.

      “Hmmm. I should probably investigate some of their native plants to see what properties they have,” Monet said, still chewing on the candy.

      “You’re supposed to be helping me find a rift between worlds, remember?”

      “That’s boring. I’ve decided to provide the entertainment instead. Okay, new joke time.” Monet held up a wrapper and read. “When do you stop at a green and go at a red?”

      Azure strolled along the path, searching everywhere. “I have no idea.”

      “When you’re eating a watermelon…” Monet said, his voice trailing off.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Yeah, me either. Must be an Earth thing.”

      “Speaking of Earth, I wonder what is in their Egypt that will help with the vampires,” Azure mused, peeking around a tree at more of the tropical garden.

      “Beats me. Maybe a stake? That’s how you kill vampires, right?”

      “Actually that’s a myth.” Something suddenly occurred to her, and she wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought about it earlier. Azure dug into her bag until she found the knife that Drago the orc had given her. “The orcs were pivotal in hunting the vampires when they took over a century ago. It was something about the way they forged their weapons that made them so successful. The metal they use for their blades was unique to them, and apparently deadly to vampires.”

      “And conveniently you have an orc knife.” Monet looked up at the ceiling. “A bit too convenient, storyteller.”

      “Oh, shut it. This knife has saved your ass a bunch of times.” Azure pushed it into Monet’s hands along with the flask. “I want you to take this. That way, if you run into any vampires you can defend yourself.”

      “And what about you?” Monet asked, taking the flask but pushing the knife back in her direction.

      She turned and walked farther away, not taking the weapon. “I’ve got a magical necklace, remember?”

      “Fine, fine, I’ll take your knife.” Monet stuck the knife in the inside pocket of his robe.

      Azure stepped off the path toward a strange red flower. It had thorns on the petals, something she’d never seen before. Usually the petals were soft and the thorns were on the stem.

      “That’s an interesting flower,” she said, pointing.

      “What’s that?” Monet asked.

      She turned to him, but was blinded by a light behind him. Instantly she pulled up her arm to shield her eyes.

      “You okay?” Monet asked.

      Azure lowered her arm, realizing at once what the light was from. It was still bright but it wasn’t too much, only at first glance. “Monet, behind you! There’s a tear!”

      Monet wheeled around, full of excitement, and then deflated completely. “How much centaur vodka did you drink?”

      “Look, it’s right there.” She pointed directly at the tear. This one was wider than the one she had seen in the hallway. It hung in the air. On the other side was mostly darkness, but a structure of some sort was visible—maybe a column?

      “Are you fucking with me? I don’t see a damn thing,” Monet said.

      “No, are you fucking with me? It’s here.” Azure strode forward and put her hand through the tear. It was warm on the other side, the air stuffy as if there were no ventilation.

      “Oh, fuck me! That’s gnarly.” Monet’s mouth hung open.

      “What?” Azure asked, pulling her hand back.

      “Your hand disappeared. You’ve really found a tear, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, but I’m not sure how long it will be here. We need to go through before it disappears like the other one,” Azure said, sticking her hand through the opening again.

      “Unfortunately, love, I think you’re on your own. If I can’t see the tear, then my guess is I can’t go through it,” Monet said, waving his hand where hers was. It stayed visible.

      “Damn it! I have to go alone? What the hell?” Azure wasn’t sure what she’d find on the other side. Worse, she didn’t know where she’d be. It looked dark. And how would she get back to New Egypt? She’d have to find another tear.

      “You’ll be fine. If anyone can do this, it’s you.” Monet placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “I’ll go back to the hotel and wait with Ever. If you’re not back in a day, we’ll open the closest portal we can find and come looking for you.”

      Azure nodded, grateful that Monet had her back. She wanted to say something else, to arrange more of plan, but there was no time. “Thank you,” was all she said before she stuck her arm all the way through the opening. The feel of the air was different from where she was, but she tried not to think of or fear any of that. As if she were slipping between the sheets of a bed Azure slid her body through the opening, picking up her feet to step through the crack. Her foot came down on a hard surface, much different than the soft ground where she’d been. The last thing she brought through was her head, and the last thing she saw was Monet staring at her with hesitation on his face. She looked around her new location and saw only blackness.
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      It took several seconds for Azure’s eyes to adjust to the dark room. She stayed completely frozen, taking in the smells, sights, and sounds around her. The air was dank with dust and it was warm, so warm that Azure was already sweating. And there wasn’t a single noise, which made her feel deaf. She turned back to the tear between the worlds, but it had vanished. Of course it was gone, she thought. She’d have to find a different way back.

      Lifting her wand, she said, “Illustrant.” The tip of the wand lit and Azure suddenly backed up three giant steps.

      A skeleton lay just in front of her. “Of-fucking-course. I had to land in a place with dead bodies.”

      She turned in a circle, taking in the space. Besides the skeleton, she was alone in this mostly-empty chamber. She couldn’t see the ceiling, but had a feeling it was high above her, as those in the chambers under the Sphinx in Oriceran had been. The walls were covered in spider webs, which did nothing to increase her comfort. “Just me and the spiders down here,” she whispered to herself.

      Down here, she thought. Why did she think she was down here? The tear had led her to Egypt, which was parallel to New Egypt. There she’d been under the Sphinx, so it made sense she’d be in the same place on Earth.

      Azure backed up to the large square columns. This did seem like a tomb or temple of sorts. What had Chibale said? New Egypt and Egypt were twins, similar yet different. That meant that the way out of this was up ahead, down a narrow corridor. Azure longed to be out of the dark musty prison, so she strode forward and nearly slipped on a slick surface. Lowering her wand, she narrowed her eyes at what had caused her to lose her footing. On the stone ground it was hard to see anything due to the dust, but she made out the faint outline of a piece of parchment. She tentatively picked at the edges until she had a grip. Lifting the parchment, she held her wand to it. There were rows and rows of hieroglyphs. The page was torn on one side, like it had been ripped from a book. Book, she thought. Wasn’t there a significant book that had belonged to the Egyptians? From seemingly nowhere a title popped into her head. Book of the Dead. She’d heard that before. Could this be from that?

      Behind her she heard something shuffling and she spun, wand high. On the other side of the chamber a single black spider the size of her palm crawled out of a corner.

      “Fuck, that’s a big spider!” she whispered, slightly disgusted. At least there was only the one.

      A great scurrying filled the chamber suddenly and Azure backed away from the noise. Black spread on the stone floor behind the single spider, engulfing it. The blackness covered the walls like paint. She guessed the black had overwhelmed the ceiling above too. Azure blinked and then realized that the black was hundreds, maybe thousands of large, menacing spiders. They paused, forming a wall several feet away. “Oh, fuck,” she said, stuffing the parchment into her bag. She took another step back and met stone and air. There were stairs behind her.

      Without warning, the spiders raced at Azure. She whipped her wand in their direction and shot a bolt of fire at them, hitting the first line. Smoke filled the chamber, which instantly made her eyes burn. She wheeled and raced up the stairs, sprinting in an unknown direction. The skittering of spider legs filled the space behind her but she didn’t dare turn around. She could only keep racing forward, although she was unsure what she’d find ahead.

      Now she was running blind, having lost the light from the fire. She brought her wand up again and lit it, and immediately halted before running straight into a stone wall. She was stuck—there was no way out. The scuttling grew louder, so loud it hurt her ears. The spiders would be on her any second now. Azure could fight off some of the spiders, but there were too many. Did she have time to get the lamp out of her bag? She didn’t think so.

      She backed up, expecting to feel stone behind her, but instead she felt nothing. Another step backwards, and still no wall. When Azure turned, she saw a strange light and more steps. But how could that be? Then she remembered the barrier wall beneath the Sphinx in New Egypt. What if that was what this stone door was? An illusion to keep what was in the chamber there and only allow in magical species? Azure took three more steps backward, and to her relief she could now see the stone door in front of her. On the other side were the faint outlines of the hundreds of spiders who had raced to the top of the stairs. They had halted only a few feet away and their angry red eyes stared around, but they couldn’t cross the barrier.

      Letting out a breath, Azure turned and shielded her eyes. At first she thought she was seeing another tear between the worlds, but then she realized it was moonlight. A warm white light shone at the top of the stairs. Taking the steps two at a time Azure ran to the top, grateful to be outside again and not trapped underground. It had made her feel claustrophobic to be under the Sphinx. She halted at the top, not at all prepared for what she saw next.

      The Sphinx on Earth was not at all like the one on Oriceran. It was the same shape and general size, but the painted face of the pharaoh was only one of the differences. The headdress was significantly diminished here on Earth, and the nose had been destroyed. On Oriceran the Sphinx still looked as it had for millennia. This Sphinx had suffered from time, eroded by sand and wind and sun.

      Azure was less surprised when she looked at the Great Pyramid and saw the same thing. It was not a pristine structure like the one on Oriceran. This pyramid, even from a distance, was worn and looked like it might crumble away. She hoped desperately that it didn’t. Was this what the magic on Oriceran did? Preserved these structures, whereas on Earth they wasted away more each year?

      This surprise had stolen Azure’s attention, but she soon realized how cool it was. During the day in the desert the heat was stiflingly oppressive, but at night the cold desert air cloaked her, making her shiver. A single moon hung in the Earth sky, making her long to be back on Oriceran. She had the parchment. That had to be what the river had referred to, or at least it was one of the many clues she needed to fight the vampires.

      Another shiver shook her. She needed to get inside, and quickly. Almost as important, she needed to find a way back to Oriceran. Azure spun toward the skyline of the city and sucked in a breath. A man with a bald head and a beard stood inches away. She hadn’t even known he was there. He had a large stone in his hand and a wide smile on his face, displaying the sharp fangs prominent in his mouth.

      “Well, hello, love! This is gonna hurt a bit.” He brought the brick down on her head, and the world went black.
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      The howling pain in the top of Azure’s head woke her. She tried to sit up, but realized she couldn’t move. She hadn’t been bound, but her muscles didn’t work. Desperately she tried to twist or turn, but it was impossible. Her limbs were paralyzed, and the realization sent panic through her mind.

      She cracked open one eye to find that her face was pressed into a bed, her gaze blurry. Could she blink her eyes? Yes, she had that much control, but that wasn’t saying a lot. Her head hurt badly and she tried to groan, but her mouth wouldn’t open. It felt as if it were sealed shut. It took several seconds for her to realize that all she could see was a blue blanket under her face.

      Tapping. It was the first noise she heard.

      “I thought you’d be impressed by what I’ve brought you, Madam. I was amazed when the queen turned up. I hadn’t expected to find her there, and poof! She appeared just as I was trying to find my way into the Sphinx,” a voice said.

      “You want me to pat you on the head, Lux? You got lucky. And you know there’s no way for you to get into the Sphinx, not anymore. It’s protected from vampires. We haven’t been allowed in there in centuries,” a woman’s voice said, sounding impatient.

      The memories flooded Azure’s mind. Coming out of the Sphinx, the vampire, the stone. She’d awakened here among more vampires. Doom crushed her spirit. She was trapped…a prisoner.

      “Well, you said there was something important in the Sphinx, so I thought I’d try and find it. What was it again?” the man’s voice said. He sounded as if he were desperately trying to impress the woman.

      “I didn’t say, since we don’t know what it is. There are things scattered all over Egypt that can help or hinder us—that’s all Ata knows for sure. One of them can be found in the Sphinx, or maybe more than just one clue,” the woman said.

      “So why don’t you send Ata into the Sphinx?” the man asked.

      “Because I need him here, and he couldn’t see a tear between Oriceran and Earth like we can. They are intended for vampires to use to get between worlds,” the woman explained, her voice tight with irritation.

      Azure pressed her eyes closed, trying to listen over the pounding in her head.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. It was an impatient sound. “This girl, the queen—how did she get to Egypt?” a new person said, this. It was a soft, melodic male voice.

      “She’s wearing the Mage’s Necklace. I’m guessing it gives her vampire sight. It certainly makes her appear as a vampire, which is how she can go unnoticed on the streets by our followers. They don’t even smell her. It’s as if she’s one of them,” the woman explained.

      “But you smell her, don’t you?” the first man asked. “I didn’t smell her, but I knew who she was based on what you told us about her.”

      “I can smell her blood, but I can’t touch her. Not until we get that damn necklace off her. Ata is working on it. Soon the girl will be vulnerable once more,” the woman said.

      “Before I opened a tear and brought her back here, I tried to get the necklace off her. It burned my hands…see?” the first man said.

      “Lux, I’m tired of looking at you. You were supposed to be on Earth rounding up bats. Get back to your job! I need those to turn this queen into a founder, since the other bats were lost.” The woman seemed to blame Lux for losing the bats. She didn’t sound pleased with him, however he tried to earn her favor. “Actually, I think Azure’s entire entourage will make excellent founders. Our spies say the wizard and Light Elf are very powerful. They couldn’t be more perfect,” the woman said coolly.

      “Yes, Madam. Devo and I have heard rumor of bats in Lancothy, so we’ll go there next before returning to Earth.” A door opened and footsteps trailed away.

      “What is it, Ata?” the woman asked, her voice echoing in the opposite direction.

      “The binding spell I put on the girl tells me she’s trying to fight it. That means she’s awake,” another voice said.

      A small bit of clapping. “Oh, good news. I’ve been dying to talk with the little witch,” the woman said.

      “Good one, Cordelia,” the smooth voice of the second man said.

      “Sit her up. I’d love to have her looking at us,” the woman said.

      A second later Azure was whipped onto her back, the act making her head scream. She launched to a sitting position and her eyes sprang open to ascertain what was before her.

      The space was similar to her hotel room. She was lying on a stiff bed with tables on either side. The walls were covered in burnt-orange stucco, and large potted palms were scattered here and there. In front of the bed stood a woman with long silky black hair, which was half up and half down. She wore a midnight-blue Victorian dress that trailed behind her, reminding Azure of one of her own stifling garments. The woman was exceptionally beautiful, with porcelain skin and ruby-red lips. Her eyes were curious as they studied Azure, who was still wearing the white gown Nefertiti had given her.

      Sitting relaxed in an armchair to the side was a man as attractive as the woman. He had black hair with a silver streak through it, and wore a smart suit as well as an arrogance that screamed he knew something of great importance and refused to share it. In the doorway stood a man who was completely covered in tattoos. Unlike Chibale, whose face was half-covered with tattoos, this man had them all the way to his hairline. Also like Chibale, he had black hair pulled back in a ponytail, and similar blue eyes. He actually looked a great deal like the king of the New Egyptian coven. He wore a loose-fitting black shirt and pants, and a look of pure intolerance.

      The woman named Cordelia looked sideways at the wizard. “Ata, allow her to speak, but nothing else.”

      Ata held up a wand similar to the one Azure had seen Nefertiti use. He waved it, and Azure’s lips parted. She hadn’t even realized that she had been holding her breath until her mouth popped open and she gasped. The two vampires and the wizard before her had stolen her attention.

      “She’s a pretty little thing, isn’t she?” Cordelia said to the man in the chair. “Just imagine how much more beautiful she’ll be once she’s been turned.”

      “I won’t be turned. You can’t do that. Who are you, and how dare you hold me against my will?” Azure demanded, trying to break free of the binding. The wizard named Ata must have placed her under an enchantment. An incredibly strong one, by the feel of it.

      “You’re right, we can’t. Not as long as you have that little necklace on, but soon Ata will figure out how to remove it,” the man in the chair said calmly.

      “Where are our manners? We completely skipped introductions. How rude,” the woman said, sounding amused. “I’m Cordelia, and this is Hamilton. We are founders who survived the great persecution. After spending a hundred years in hiding, we’re ready to rebuild our coven. We’ve selected you to join us. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      Azure tried again to break free of the binding charm, but it seemed useless. She’d never encountered magic that was so resistant to her power. In the corner she spied her bag. Her wand was in there, along with the parchment she had found in the Sphinx, but it was useless to her on the other side of the room. And it didn’t matter, since she was still frozen. This wizard, based on the number of tattoos he had, must be incredibly powerful. Why was he working for these vampires, Azure wondered?

      “Delia my love, I don’t think she believes this is wonderful,” Hamilton observed, looking quite amused. Tap. Tap Tap. He rapped his fingers on the lion head which comprised the arm of the chair.

      Cordelia made a dismissive gesture. “Oh, she will. Queen Azure just needs time. Once she’s a vampire, she’ll love our lifestyle. Our coven will grow strong, with the very best founders in all of history. It will be simply marvelous. There will be no bowing this time. We’re going to grow our numbers the right way, and when they come after us it will be too late.”

      “You’re sick. You’re the one who turned Nenet, aren’t you? You two are attacking New Egypt,” Azure said, a sour taste in her mouth. Her head was still throbbing, but right now her anger owned her.

      “Guilty as charged,” the woman said with a laugh, her fangs showing. They strangely made her more beautiful, and Azure hated that the thought had even occurred to her.

      “Ata, how long until you can remove the necklace from the queen?” Hamilton asked.

      “I’m not certain. It’s appears to be a part of her currently, like it was bound to her with magic,” the wizard said, standing stoically in the doorway.

      “I expect it to be done by the time Devo and Lux return with more bats. Once Azure is a vampire she’ll have no trouble turning her friends,” Cordelia said.

      “As I mentioned, removing the necklace will be difficult. I will do it, but can make no promises about how long it will take. It shouldn’t be long, though,” Ata said.

      “Oh, fine. Maybe we should turn Azure’s friends first. Then she’ll have to join them,” Cordelia insisted.

      “Yes, vampires need forever companions,” Hamilton said tapping his fingers on the arm of the chair again.

      “We still have one or two bats in storage, correct?” Cordelia asked.

      “Yes, but you know that the art of creating a founder isn’t precise. It all depends on timing,” Hamilton said.

      Cordelia whirled and stuck her hands on her hips. She had long red fingernails that matched her lips. “You, Queen Azure, can make this easy or difficult. When the time comes you must perform magic; something simple is fine. The bat will do the rest. If you don’t screw it up it will go as planned, and then we don’t waste bats.” She looked at her companion. “How many did we go through with you, dear?”

      Hamilton tapped his fingertips again, thinking. “Too many to count. I admit I was scared, but in the end you were right. Becoming a vampire was the right choice.”

      Cordelia casually looked at Azure, reaching out her long-nailed hand  and nearly touching her cheek. It seemed as though she couldn’t actually close the distance, though. Something was preventing the founder from touching her. The necklace, she guessed. “See?” Cordelia said plaintively, like that explained it all and washed away any arguments. “It’s all going to be lovely. We’ll be one happy coven. Finally vampires will return to the glory that was stolen from us.” Cordelia knelt, looking fondly up at Azure. “And it’s all going to start with you, my dear. You, your friends, and then your kingdom.”

      “No!” The word shot out of Azure’s mouth so fast it stole her breath.

      “Oh, yes,” Cordelia said, nodding patiently. These two were too casual, acting as if they were discussing something trivial over afternoon tea. “Virgoans are perfect. And once we have you and your people, taking over the coven in the Sphinx will be easy. We can’t touch Chibale yet, but soon. Isn’t that right, my darling Ata?”

      The wizard nodded, reminding Azure more of a robot than of a man.

      “You can’t do this,” Azure argued, trying again to twist free but remaining as still as Ata.

      “Now shush, dear. Don’t wear yourself out.” Cordelia looked at Hamilton. “I think I should go and fetch her friends. That will make her feel better, don’t you think?”

      “That’s a lovely idea. Just the two, though. I don’t want the werecat in here. I loathe cats,” Hamilton said, his nose crinkling in disgust.

      “I agree, and the pooka is worthless to us as well. I’ll just kill those two. It should only take a second,” Cordelia said cheerfully.

      “No!” Azure screamed again. “They’ll fight you. Ever and Monet can’t be taken. You’ll fail.”

      Cordelia gave her a pitying smile, as if Azure had failed to understand an important truth. “You have your necklace, so you don’t get it. If you didn’t, you’d understand that we can do anything as founders. We have control over people’s minds. Isn’t that right, my lovely Ata?”

      The wizard nodded at once. “That’s correct, master.”

      Now his situation made sense. A wizard wouldn’t knowingly serve vampires. He was being forced. And they hadn’t turned him because they needed his magic. Azure had to find a way to break the mind control, though. She had to release Ata. That was going to be difficult, since he currently had her magically bound.

      “Well, I’ve really enjoyed our first meeting, and can’t wait for many, many more.” Cordelia reached out again to pet Azure’s head, and her hand hovered an inch away before she pulled it back. “I daresay it will be nice to have a woman around. Hamilton is lovely, but there are only so many things he can understand. It’s been too long since I shared the company of another founder besides my love.” She indicated the man, who stood and straightened his suit.

      “Do you need my help rounding up the wizard and the Light Elf?” Hamilton asked.

      Cordelia thought for a moment. “I don’t need your help, but I do think I’d enjoy your company. So yes, please come along to fetch our next coven members. Our first new founders in over a century.”

      Azure screamed again, tears welling. How could she be so helpless? “Please don’t. Leave Ever and Monet out of this. I’ll become a vampire. I’ll do whatever you say. Just leave them alone. Leave my people alone.”

      Cordelia clicked her tongue three times and shook her head. “What you don’t understand is that you’re going to do what we say no matter what. We don’t settle or negotiate. We’re vampires. We get what we want. We’re going to have you, your friends, and your kingdom of witches and wizards.” She smiled with a diabolical look in her eyes, her sharp fangs showing. “It’s going to be simply lovely, my sweet. You just wait and see.”

      Hamilton offered his arm to Cordelia, who took it appreciatively as they turned to Ata. The wizard stepped out to the hallway at once. “Please keep her restrained, and continue to work on removing the necklace.”

      “Yes, master. It won’t take long. I will try to have it done by the time you return,” Ata said, his voice flat but still sounding like Chibale’s.

      “Very good.” Cordelia turned back to Azure as she grabbed the doorknob. “Please get some rest, Queen Azure. When we return, your change will take place. I simply cannot wait.” The vampire flashed Azure a wide smile, her large brown eyes twinkling. Then she shut the door, and a force she couldn’t control made Azure lie flat again. She stared at the ceiling, frantic worry overtaking her chest and stress crowding her head. If she could have cried she might have, but all she could do was blink at the ceiling, breathe, and talk.

      “It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay,” she repeated to herself.
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      Stretching out, Monet plopped his feet on the coffee table. Laurel eyed his dirty shoes with disapproval before returning to scratching notes on a pad.

      “You remind me a bit of Gillian, writing notes as we journey.” Monet stirred the olive in his martini before taking a sip.

      “You miss the old gnome, don’t you?” Ever asked, sitting next to Monet with his own feet out and a drink in his hand as well.

      “I wouldn’t tell you if I did, but I will tell you that I’m curious what the short guy is up to. Hope he’s not running the Potions Shop into the ground,” Monet said.

      “You know he isn’t,” Laurel said, more censure on her face. She took herself quite seriously, but Monet was working on breaking that nasty habit.

      “You could try scrying him,” Ever offered.

      Monet gave him a look of disgust. “But then I’d have to get up and go all the way over there to the scrying bowl. I’d have to pour a potion into it, and use magic. That all sounds rather exhausting.”

      “And you can’t be bothered to do anything, can you?” Laurel asked, absentmindedly petting Manx, who was currently a giant black dog. He had curled up at her feet. “I’m not sure it’s wise for you two to get drunk while the queen is on Earth. She could need our help at any moment. Didn’t you say you were supposed to go after her at some point if she didn’t return?”

      Monet eyed his watch and yawned. “Yes, but not yet. We have plenty of time to get drunk.” He held out his martini glass to Ever, who clinked his against it appreciatively.

      “One day I’m going to get you an iWatch or an iPhone so you can check up on Gillian and stay connected. I just have to figure out how to get reception on Oriceran. There’s got to be a way.” Ever muttered the last part to himself like he was thinking about a solution.

      “Yeah, tell me more about this phone business… Is that connected to that Bookface thing?” Monet asked.

      Ever laughed. “Facebook. And yes, social media is connected, and people use certain devices to access it.”

      Monet picked his olive out of his drink and threw it at the werecat, and she growled in disgust. “Ever was telling me that on Earth people post about their lives on this Facebook thing. They put up pictures of themselves and tell people what they’re doing. What did you call the photos again?” he asked Ever.

      “Selfies,” the Light Elf supplied.

      “Yes! They take selfies and put them up for everyone to see. ‘I’m at the pub checking out a hot witch.’” He smiled broadly and then winked, as if posing for his own selfie. “People on Earth have nothing going on in their lives, it seems.”

      Manx awoke, sat up, and scooped the olive from the couch, eating it happily. Laurel shook her head at the pooka. “I don’t get it. Why would anyone care?”

      Ever took a sip of his martini. “Social media allows everyone to be obsessed with what everyone else is doing. There’s a lot of posting, and maybe a little less living because of their need to document everything. It’s become an addiction. Another reason I prefer Oriceran—things are simpler here.”

      Monet pulled his wand from his robes and waved it, and a potion bottle on the far side of the room lifted into the air and poured its contents into a scrying bowl. When the bottle was empty, the bowl flew across the room and landed on the coffee table beside Monet’s feet.

      “That looked so incredibly hard. Are you all right?” Laurel asked, mocking the wizard.

      “I’m fucking exhausted, but I think I’ll survive. The author of this story hasn’t killed me off yet,” Monet said, sitting up. Confusion covered Laurel’s face, but Monet ignored it, stirring the potion with his wand.

      “Oh, Gill-gill! Where are you?” Monet sang, looking into the scrying bowl.

      The green potion swirled as shapes took form in it, then the liquid turned gray and Gillian’s head swam into view. “Monet, is that you?”

      “It is.” He tapped the side of the scrying bowl with his wand and the image sharpened.

      “Oh, now I can see you,” the gnome said, looking as he normally did with his brown bowler hat pressed onto his bald head.

      “How’s it going there, Shorty?” Monet asked.

      Gillian ignored the joke. “We’re out of creaseworms and rat spleen. I put in a new order, but we have some grumpy customers who don’t want to wait a few days.”

      “Give them a dose of flubber scum. It will make them forget their troubles,” Monet advised.

      “How’s Blisters? Is he of help to you?” Ever asked, leaning forward to peer into the bowl.

      Gillian gave him a long cold look. “I think we all know the answer to that question. You thought I needed assistance running the shop so you assigned Blisters to help me? Really?”

      Monet covered his laugh by taking a drink. “I thought of it as a teambuilding activity. He assists you, and Buzz Buzz assists him.”

      At the mention of her name the pixie flew into the frame, her fists shaking in the air and an angry look on her face. She let out what sounded like a series of complaints, but none of her words were understandable. As she whirled in a circle she pointed dramatically at her back, where her wings fluttered wildly.

      “What’s the fairy going on about?” Monet asked.

      “Apparently Manx glued her wings together the morning you left. She couldn’t fly for a whole day, which meant she had to walk around Virgo. She was nearly trampled several times. I figured out a potion to unstick her wings, but not until more damage was done,” Gillian explained.

      Laurel popped Manx on the nose. “You mean old pooka. Why do you have to be so rotten to that pixie?”

      “It’s a fairy thing. You wouldn’t understand,” Manx said, stretching and shaking his black fur.

      “More damage? What happened?” Ever asked.

      “Well, Blisters felt bad for Buzz Buzz, so instead of finding a reasonable solution he decided to drink an entire bottle of shrinking potion,” Gillian said, looking at something beside the bowl.

      Monet laughed loudly, nearly doubling over.

      “Oh, no, an entire bottle? Is he okay?” Laurel asked.

      “I think so, but that’s the thing. I don’t know for sure, because I can’t find him,” Gillian said with a shrug. “Buzz Buzz was there when he drank the potion, and then he disappeared. I could give him the antidote, but for that I’d have to be able to see him.” Gillian looked around, searching the shop for the microscopic unicorn.

      Through his laughter Monet said, “He’s a speck of dust, but don’t worry. The potion will wear off in a couple of days and he’ll slowly start to get bigger. By next week he’ll be able to sit in the palm of your hand.”

      “That’s awful. Will he be all right?” Laurel asked, shock on her face.

      “He’ll be fine. Just watch where you step, and don’t give him the antidote. Unicorns are sensitive to potions, which is why it had such a dramatic effect on him. They amplify the potion’s magic with their own,” Monet explained.

      Gillian scratched his head and nodded. “Okay. So yeah, Blisters hasn’t really been a problem since I can’t find him. The shop has mostly been quiet since you left. How is the trip?”

      “It’s great. I’ve been drunk since I woke up. Laurel has taken on your role of offering me disapproving stares, and Azure went through a tear to Earth-Egypt because we’re being hunted by vampires.” Monet ran through all this pretty quickly and matter-of-factly.

      “What did you say? Hunted by vampires? Is Azure okay?” Gillian’s green eyes widened with sudden shock.

      “I also said that I’m drunk, so I can’t really remember what else I said,” Monet said, emptying his glass.

      “Azure’s not with you?” Gillian asked.

      “No, the ditz left us behind to find a cure or something for vampirism,” Monet said in a monotone voice. “She apparently can see the tears between New Egypt and Egypt, and has a magic necklace from Mage Lenore. And she’s getting all this attention from the coven here because the vampires want her. It’s all quite boring. How’s the slow-brew potion I was working on coming along? Is it bubbling yet?”

      Gillian looked at Ever. “Is all this true? Tell me everything.”

      Monet waved his hand at the gnome and sat back on the couch.

      Ever leaned forward. “Yes, it’s true. There’s an epidemic of vampirism here. The coven covered the whole thing up, afraid of scaring people away from New Egypt. There’s at least one founder vampire that we know of, who is creating followers. The river has been telling this coven things about Azure and the vampires. Apparently, by going through the tear she’ll find something that could aid in the battle against the vampires. Do you have any idea what that could be?”

      Gillian’s rubbed his face anxiously and nodded. “This isn’t good. The queen should have come back immediately upon learning of these vampires. If she’s bitten, it will ruin the kingdom.”

      “Magic necklace, remember?” Monet said in a sing-song voice, pulling the knife Azure had given him out of his robe’s inner pocket.

      “Right…Mage Lenore. I remember now,” Gillian said, sounding breathless. “And yes, I’m sure there’s something in the Book of the Dead that explains how vampirism works and how it can be cured. However, the pages that document that were lost long ago. Vampires were suspected to be behind it. Obviously they didn’t want that information found, so they stole the pages and now they are rumored to be lost forever.”

      “Well, Azure went through to Egypt. She might find something,” Ever said hopefully.

      “And even if the pages from the Book of the Dead were found, it’s incredibly difficult to read.” Gillian continued to speak as if he hadn’t heard the Light Elf, his eyes distant.

      “Could you interpret the pages?” Ever asked.

      Gillian’s eyes shot straight forward, shock covering his face. “Me? I’m not sure, although I guess I could try. I might be able to call in a favor from the Light Elf library.”

      “We’ll let you know more when we hear from Azure. We’re hoping she’ll return soon, but she has to find another tear to get back here,” Ever said.

      “Yes, these tears between the worlds… I’ve heard of them, and they worry me. You do understand how they work?” Gillian asked.

      “I don’t think we understand much at this point,” Ever related, now watching Monet as he twiddled the knife in his hands.

      “Tears are the vampires’ method of travel between the sister kingdoms,” Gillian began. “They can’t take portals because they have no magic, but in the Egypts they can create tears. That’s the only place they can create these passages between the worlds. You see, when the gods fought over the vampires, there was a certain balance struck. Ra, the sun god, said that vampires couldn’t walk in the daylight. Osiris, the god of resurrection, brought the vampires back to life and gave them immortality. Geb, the god of Earth, decided they shouldn’t be confined to that world, so he made it so they could pass through but only in the kingdoms where they originated, Egypt and New Egypt. Isis, the goddess of magic, took their magic from them. Horus, the god of war, made them hungry for blood. You see, the Egyptian gods control all aspects of the vampires, making the Egypts the best and worst place for them.”

      “That was what Chibale said. They are most powerful here, and also it’s where their greatest weakness lies,” Ever said, thinking.

      “And if Azure can see tears, which continue to show up even after a vampire has left, then she’s in essence following their path,” Gillian said, his voice shaking.

      “Which means she’s bound to run into one,” Ever said, his voice suddenly rising with fear.

      Someone rapped at the door, making Laurel start slightly.

      “Our pizza is here. We’ve got to ring off, old buddy. I’ll follow back up with you later about the shop,” Monet said, pushing the knife back into his pocket and picking up his wand.

      “Wait! You have to let me know about Azure. The queen mother will be worried, and—”

      “Easy solution—don’t tell Gran about this. Catch ya later,” Monet sang, tapping the side of the scrying bowl to make Gillian’s image disappear.

      Again the knock sounded at the door, this time a bit more forcefully.
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      Azure muttered under her breath, running through every spell she could remember to find one that would free her from Ata’s restraints. She peered at the corner where her bag lay. She was fairly certain that if she could get her wand she could free herself, but that was ironically not how this all worked.

      The lamp!

      The idea occurred to her so suddenly it made her heart skip. The lamp was in her bag, along with her wand.

      She pulled in a deep breath and quietly whispered, “Bob?”

      For a moment nothing happened. Azure was just about to say the genie’s name a bit louder when smoke poured from her bag and shot straight over to where she lay on the bed. Bob’s coughing started to fill the air.

      “Shush,” she urged, trying to shake her head but unable to. “Please stop coughing.”

      “Is that a wish?” Bob asked, his voice hopeful.

      “No, it’s a request. If you keep that up, a bad wizard is going to take you away from me,” she said in a terse whisper.

      “Bad wizard, you say?” Bob stroked his chin.

      The door handle clicked before turning.

      “Hide,” Azure urged as the door swung open.

      The smoke and Bob shot under the bed, disappearing at once. Ata’s face appeared in the opening of the doorway, his eyes narrowed with anger.

      “What’s going on in here?” he asked.

      Azure pretended to cough. “The dry desert is getting to my lungs. I think I need a glass of water.”

      “You may have nothing until my masters return,” Ata said, crossing his arms on his chest.

      Azure staged a coughing fit, really exaggerating the scratchy, hacking sound. “Imagine how pissed they’ll be when they find out I passed out due to dehydration. I haven’t had any water all day, and in the desert that can be lethal, am I right?”

      Ata considered Azure for a moment, then held his strange crook up and flicked it. A glass of water materialized on the bedside table.

      “Perfect. Now can you allow me to use my limbs so I can get to it?” she asked.

      A sadistic smile curled the edges of the wizard’s mouth. “No need for that.” He flicked his wand again and the glass floated through the air. Azure was pulled to a sitting position, and the glass tipped water into her mouth. Awkwardly her head went back, directed by the strange force that had laid her flat before.

      Damn it! This fucking wizard wasn’t going to allow her any freedom.

      After a moment the water floated back to the bedside table.

      “You know they are controlling you with their minds, right? You don’t have to follow them. I could help you. I could return you to your coven. Chibale could help you. I know him,” Azure said, and to her horror she heard Bob under the bed humming quietly. That fucking genie. Was he trying to get her killed? Oh yeah, that’s right, she remembered. Of course he was.

      “Chibale? He can’t help me. He wouldn’t. He’s the reason I’m in this position, forced to serve these founder vampires,” Ata said, his words on fire with vengeance.

      “Chibale? The leader of the New Egyptian coven? Are you sure? He’s trying to fight the vampires,” Azure said, unsure what she was missing.

      “Yes, I’m certain. However, he didn’t realize what sort of danger I’d be put in when he forced me out into the desert. You see, I was the leader before him, but he put a spell on me that made me lose my mind. I ventured out into the desert, forgetting who I was and where my home could be found. I was lost.

      Chibale hoped that he’d grow in power while I was away so that he could take the throne. However, while I was lost my masters found me and made me serve them. Chibale got what he wanted, but has no idea that I’m the one who has been forced to help the vampires. It’s because of him that the vampires have taken over. It’s because of him that I have to hold you prisoner. With me in their service my masters are very strong,” Ata said, his voice haunted.

      “These vampires are taking over your people.” Azure’s heart suddenly ached. How horrible this all was. The powerplays had been these wizards’ very undoing. Azure observed that Ata’s face was covered completely with tattoos, unlike Chibale’s, which was only partially covered. This wizard was much stronger than the current coven leader.

      “Yes, and my brother will be helpless to fight the vampires because they have me. I’m bound to them, and my power is unmatched,” Ata imparted, his tone cursed.

      “Brother?” Azure said. She’d observed how much the two looked like each other originally, but had dismissed it. “He’s your twin, isn’t he?”

      “That is correct. We, like the Egyptian kingdoms, are connected, and he used that power to spell me with confusion. For weeks I roamed New Egypt, seeing it as the original Egypt looks. That was what kept me confused for so long,” Ata confessed.

      “That’s horrible. Why would he do such a thing?” Azure asked.

      “Because power is everything to our coven. Leaders die defending their claim to the throne. Chibale has always wanted to be king.”

      Azure shivered. “And this twin power... Why is it so prevalent here?” She thought of Nenet and Nefertiti and the two kingdoms.

      “It’s what the river deems. The river splits many things: the kingdom, our people, and vampires and bats. The magic of the river created the sister kingdoms. As long as the magic flows between them there will always be these splits,” Ata explained.

      Azure thought of her other half, Monet. She had to get out of there and help him. Her heart felt like it fell out of her chest when she thought of Ever and losing him to vampirism. She had to help them before it was too late. “If your brother knew what had happened to you, could he help?”

      Ata shook his head. “I don’t think anyone can help me now. As long as my masters are in power, I must do everything they say. There’s no releasing me from my role as their servant. Their mental control is too strong.”

      Azure nodded solemnly. Ata was there in front of her. She could see the man, the wizard, under the shell he presented. Under the robot, forced to act, was the heart and soul of the once-leader of the New Egypt coven, but he had been buried by mind control and couldn’t escape. Not yet, at least.

      “Thanks for the water,” Azure said, meaning it.

      He nodded minutely, then pivoted and marched out of the room. When the door had closed the humming under the bed stopped and Bob rose, his eyes wide.

      “That was a close one,” he said in a loud whisper.

      “Yes, you realize the severity of the situation. Is that why you were singing to yourself?” Azure asked, still unable to move.

      “That’s what I do when I get bored, which is basically all the time. It’s quite tedious hanging around inside a lamp. However, you wouldn’t know about that, would you, master? You’ve got this big world to stroll around in. Actually, I hear you have two worlds. Must be nice,” Bob said bitterly.

      “Would you stop the pity party for a moment? I need to get out of here, but I’m currently paralyzed. I need my bag and my wand, and I need to be released from this enchantment.”

      “That sounds like a couple of wishes,” Bob said, gleefully. “I’ll grant those right away and then I’ll be gone for good.”

      “Wait, no,” Azure whispered frantically. She wasn’t sure why, but she couldn’t release the genie yet. That was what using her remaining wishes would do. It would send Bob back to his lamp and then it would hide itself somewhere on Oriceran again. “On second thought, I only wish that you would release me from this restraining spell.”

      Bob’s excited face fell with disappointment. “Oh, just the one wish…too bad. I’m starting to like you, and the longer I hang around you, the stronger the urge to kill you becomes. Call it a curse.”

      “Bob, will you shut up and grant my damn wish already?” Azure whispered.

      “Fine, fine. You want to be free from a restraining curse. Most people want fame, money, good looks, and big muscles. My master only wishes to get herself out of trouble. So very boring.” Bob rolled his turban-covered head on his shoulders, stretching his neck, then he flicked his head in her direction. Like coming out of a cast, Azure’s muscles felt free. She flexed her fingers and her thumb brushed against her other digits.

      “Perfect,” she said, pushing off the bed and grabbing her bag. She pulled her wand out and stared around the room. She had to figure out how to get out of there, but that wouldn’t be easy. A powerful wizard guarded the other side of the door.

      Bob, reading her expression of confusion, said, “What’s the plan, master? You need to use another wish?”

      If Monet had taught her how to use that disappearing and relocating spell she could get have gotten out of there, but there’d been no time for it.

      “No, I don’t need any more wishes. I’ve got a plan.”

      “Are you walking through that door? Because that’s my vote. That wizard will probably strike you dead, and it will be too late for you to use your last wish. Maybe then I’ll be free. I’ve never had a master die before using all their wishes,” Bob said eagerly.

      “No, it doesn’t involve going through the door.” Azure turned and held up her wand. “I’m going through the walls.”
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      When Monet pulled open the door, a woman with a pleasing rack and a beautiful face was staring at him. The woman wore her black curls over her bare shoulders, and her fitted blue dress hugged her hips. She batted her eyelashes and smiled broadly, not showing her teeth.

      “Hello, Beautiful. Yes, you’ve come to the right place,” he said coolly, opening the door wide.

      The woman’s skin was pale—almost too pale. Monet picked up a strange scent from her, something that told him she was different. He covered his observation as a man, finely dressed, stepped from the hallway and stood next to the woman.

      “Oh, I see it’s not one of those deals. If you two don’t have a pizza, I’m afraid I have lost my interest in you,” Monet said, silently studying the man. He heard Ever rise from the couch behind him, and Manx’ wings flapped as he shifted to raven form. Laurel moved as well.

      “Isn’t he lovely? I adore the green hair,” the woman said, extending her hand to Monet. “You may call me Cordelia. So nice to finally make your acquaintance, Monet.”

      Ever was now by the door and stared intently at the couple. Monet didn’t take Cordelia’s hand, but slid his own into the pocket of his robes to find the knife.

      “This must be Ever. So handsome! I daresay you’ll be even finer when we’re done with you.” The woman’s eyes became hypnotic, drawing both men’s attention to her. She was suddenly mesmerizing, as if she’d placed a spell on them. Monet found himself being sucked into her. Whatever she said next he would no doubt do. He’d do anything that she asked him to. Forever. For always. She owned him.

      “You two will—”

      The sound of flapping wings filled the air, and Manx darted over their heads and dove at the couple. They stepped back, shielding themselves as he launched at them, his clawed feet first. The man slammed his fist hard against the raven and Manx fell to the ground, where he lay limp.

      Monet stepped backward during the commotion so that Ever was right beside him. They looked at each other, and in that moment they came to an understanding. They knew what had almost happened, and what could still happen if they weren’t careful. Monet shoved the knife into Ever’s hand and pulled out his wand. The Light Elf seemed to understand, and took a fighting stance.

      The two vampires pushed their way into the suite. Laurel had a stick from the wood pile in her hand. She had pulled it from the fire, and it was burning at the end. With a strange new fierce look in her eyes the werecat ran for the vampires, brandishing the fire. She yelled like a warrior in battle.

      Unflustered, Cordelia lifted her hand and Laurel rose off the ground several inches. She flailed, her legs kicking only air underneath her. Cordelia pushed her hand forward hard and Laurel shot back into a bookcase, where she slid to the ground, the fire extinguished by the force. Her head sank to the side; the impact had knocked her out instantly.

      Cordelia unhurriedly looked back at Ever and Monet.

      “Now, we could have done this the easy way, but it looks like we’ve decided to be uncooperative,” she said playfully, like they were playing a game. “As I was saying—”

      Monet threw his wand up and directed it at the vampires, yelling, “Non-animi imperium.”

      A loud crack filled the room, followed by a huge cloud of smoke.

      Cordelia opened her mouth and then slammed it shut, looking irritated. She gazed at the man. “Hamilton, he’s stalled our mind control. What a crafty wizard!”

      “It won’t last long—those spells never do. Only another few seconds,” Hamilton said. He stared at Ever, who had the knife out and pointed at him.

      “We have your sweet Azure. She asked that we fetch you. You can come willingly or with force, but you will come.” Cordelia wrapped her arms around her body as if giving herself a hug. “We’re going to be such a happy family! You will all see.”

      The spell was wearing off—Monet could feel it. He searched for another way to fight these vampires. His potions were on the table in the corner, but there was nothing there that he thought would work. He backed up in unison with Ever as Cordelia and Hamilton advanced on them.

      “Azure doesn’t want to be a vampire, but when you two have been turned she’ll beg to join you. That’s how it works. We’ve seen it time and time again,” Cordelia said, pausing and looking at the table of potions curiously.

      She reached for a bottle of blue liquid. “Tick-tock. Your spell is almost over, and then it’s our turn to play with your minds.”

      Monet narrowed his eyes at the potion, trying to remember which one it was, and in the cauldron on the table he saw something move. He twitched in sudden nervousness. There was something inside the empty cauldron, but what?

      Hamilton looked at his watch. “Five, four, three, two, and—”

      From the black cauldron something leapt, a howling sound ripping from its mouth. It was black and white, and its claws were extended. Then Monet saw it clearly: Finswick landed on Cordelia’s back, his claws piercing her shoulders.

      She screamed, mostly from shock, and dropped the potion to the ground, where it exploded. She scrambled to get the cat off her, but Finswick had already jumped away and vanished under the sofa. Ever had taken this opportunity to dart forward with the knife, and he thrust it straight into Hamilton’s chest. The vampire stumbled back, his face shocked. His hands grabbed the hilt and frantic worry covered his face. He tugged once, twice…three times at the blade.

      “Hamilton my love, is that…” Cordelia rushed to him and grabbed the blade, pulling it from his chest. She held it up, her eyes fuming. “An orc’s blade? No!”

      Hamilton’s hands covered his chest as he sucked in a breath. “It nearly killed me, but it missed my heart.” He looked at Ever, wicked triumph on his face. “You’ve lost your chance. The next blow will be mine, and I won’t miss.” The vampire seemed to be fading, the knife wound having greatly injured him, but he lifted his hands to his side. Crack. Hamilton disappeared, replaced by a flying bat. Its wings beat the air before it darted out the open door.

      Cordelia turned to Ever, venom in her smoldering brown eyes. “You nearly killed my lover, and now you will pay with your lives. I thought you would join us in eternal life, but I’ve changed my mind. Instead of becoming a member of our coven, you will simply be my dinner.”

      The vampire looked at Monet, and again he felt the strange trance settle over him. “Monet, you are under my influence and will do—”

      Thundering footsteps filled the hallway, overwhelming Cordelia’s voice.

      Monet and Ever backed up farther, both intently focused on the doorway. What was approaching? It was loud. Menacing. Sounded destructive as it approached.

      Cordelia impatiently looked at the hallway, her hands on her hips, and the head of a green dragon appeared in the doorframe. It narrowed its eyes on the vampire, flicking its forked tongue at her.

      Cordelia started and backed up as well. The dragon brought its body around to join its head. Its shiny green scales caught the light; they were beautifully iridescent. Searching frantically for another way out—one that wasn’t blocked by a dragon—she shot her hand at the bank of windows on the far wall, shattering them. Cool night air leaked into the suite, along with the sounds of the busy street below.

      The dragon let out a horrible screech and its wings unfolded, nearly knocking into the walls close by. It rocked onto its hind legs, wings still outstretched, and when it came down the ground under it shook, making the building rock violently and sending objects flying off the shelves. Books fell onto Laurel’s unconscious body and Monet and Ever stared at each other, unsure if they should fight the dragon or the vampire. Then, divining what was going to happen next, Monet grabbed Ever by the arm and yanked him hard to the side, darting behind the sofa to use it as a shield.

      The dragon opened its mouth and let out another ear-splitting shriek, followed by a blast of white-hot fire. It filled the space where they’d just been.

      At first Monet was certain Cordelia had been torched, but then over the rush of the fire he heard the squeak. Flying close to the ceiling was a tiny black bat. She beat her wings hard and dove, nearly flying into Monet’s face. Her claws scratched his forehead and tugged through his hair before she escaped through the broken windows.

      Monet and Ever felt the warm heat from the fireplace at their backs and the stinging fire blasted in front of them. The dragon closed its mouth, extinguishing the fire at once. Still, everything the fire had touched was ablaze.

      Monet aimed his wand at the dragon, unsure if he should attack it. The creature darted its black eyes to him, a curious, almost taunting expression on its ancient face. Then Oak appeared behind the dragon, wand in hand. He flicked it at the fires, making them all go out at once.

      Everyone was silent for several seconds, the two men doing their best to breathe, having covered their faces against the smoke. Oak surveyed the space, his eyes studying every aspect.

      “That’s your dragon?” Ever said, both a question and a realization.

      Oak reached down and scooped up something. “Of course she is. I thought she might be of use, since vampires hate fire. It reminds them of their eternal damnation.”

      The wizard strolled forward, the limp raven form of Manx in his hands. “The little guy is breathing, but will need mending. He took an awful blow, it appears.”

      Monet rushed forward, taking the pooka from him. “I have a potion that should help. I’ll administer it right away. See to Laurel, please.”

      At that same moment the werecat stirred and pushed away from the bookcase. She stared in bewilderment at the chaos around her, and at the dragon who had curled up on the floor and was taking up a large section of the room. “What happened?” she asked, finding Ever by her side. Sparks of light had trailed behind him as he quickly moved to assist her.

      “That’s my question as well. Oak, how did you know to help us?” Ever asked, helping Laurel to her feet.

      “I saw a bat fly from the main entrance. I was just outside, readying the carriage. I knew there was trouble brewing in here, especially after the vampire attack the other night, so I decided to bring Micky up here to investigate. She loves a field trip and hates vampires.” Oak indicated the dragon, who looked beautifully peaceful, her head resting on her front legs, her horned tail gently flicking. Dragons were certainly majestic creatures, more intriguing than almost anything on Oriceran.

      Monet filled a dropper with potion and squirted the contents into Manx’ mouth after opening his beak with his fingertips. The raven stirred, but was still insensible.

      “Will he be all right?” Ever asked, one arm around Laurel’s shoulders.

      “He needs rest, but yes, he will be fine,” Monet said. He disappeared into a side room and returned with a towel, wrapping the bird in it and cradling him against his chest.

      “He can’t stay here. None of you can.” Oak snapped at the dragon, who lazily lifted her head and stared at him with droopy eyes. “I’ll take you to the carriage. You’ll be safe there for the night. There’re enchantments on it which none can break. No vampires will get to you while you’re inside.”

      The dragon stood, seeming to understand, and slipped through the doorway into the hall. The group nodded, following Oak as he led the way. Monet grabbed a bottle of vodka from the case next to a side table, but he stopped in the entrance.

      “Are you coming?” he said to the seemingly empty room.

      Finswick peeked from under the couch. “I was going to catch up. I’m kind of enjoying my freedom.”

      “I was wondering when you were going to turn up. Just been lurking around, have you?” Monet asked playfully.

      “I’ve been keeping an eye on things between my own adventures,” Finswick said, strolling out from under the couch. He looked up at Monet when he reached his feet.

      “Thank you for attacking that hot-ass vampire. I nearly succumbed to her control,” Monet said, readjusting Manx in his arms.

      “You’re welcome. I’ll always have your back, or will jump onto the back of the offending vampire to help you out,” Finswick said.

      “You should come with us tonight. Azure will want to see that you’re safe when she returns,” Monet said, looking at the devastated suite. It was utter chaos. The bank of windows on the far side was completely gone, and glass covered the floor. The bookshelves were in complete disarray, and fire had singed a large portion of the room.

      “When she returns. Are you certain of that? I heard what Cordelia said. She has her,” Finswick said, real worry in his words.

      “Yes, when she returns. They may have her, but she will find a way to escape. And if she isn’t here by morning as we agreed, then I’ll mow their kingdom down to find her.”
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      Azure appraised the wall before her and put her ear to the surface, listening hard for any sounds on the other side. She was sure she’d heard something from the adjacent wall, which meant someone occupied the space.

      She’d been given the idea for her plan by the barrier walls in the Sphinxes. What she was planning wasn’t an easy spell, especially without muttering the incantation, but she couldn’t risk Ata’s hearing her. She felt a pang of guilt toward the wizard, who was being held hostage by Cordelia and Hamilton. She wanted to free him, release him from his enslavement, and she would—but not yet.

      Thinking of enslavement reminded her of Bob. She’d considered asking him to release Ata and then it would be a win-win, but she was pretty certain that the genie would say it violated Section Thirty-three of Article Whatever. No, she’d have to find a different way to free Ata. Truthfully she had to fight the root cause of the problem first or Cordelia and Hamilton would just find another witch or wizard to enslave. At least she knew Ata now, and more importantly she knew the history that had started this new epidemic.

      Azure stepped back and secured her bag across her chest. Bob had retreated into his lamp, where hopefully he’d stay quiet. Aiming her wand at the wall, she mouthed an incantation.

      The wall in front of her turned translucent and the other side came into view. To Azure’s relief, the room was empty. She stepped through, feeling as though she were walking through a crowded wardrobe.

      The wall solidified as soon as she was on the other side. This room was exactly like the one she’d been in. As she had suspected, this was a hotel.

      With quick steps, she made her way to the far wall, but she could hear a murmur of voices on the other side so she checked the other wall. It was quiet, which was good news because this next room would have a different hallway than the one where Ata stood guard. He was Azure’s major concern at this point, since he could paralyze her. The vampires couldn’t touch her, but, as Lux had proven, they could knock her out.

      Azure flicked her wand at the wall and again stepped through. She was halfway to the door when she heard a voice, “Queen Azure, what are you doing here?”

      Azure whipped around to find Nenet sitting on the ground, rocking back and forth. Her feet were crossed, and her hands were resting on her knees as if she were in meditation. She was beside the bed, which was why Azure hadn’t seen her when she entered the room.

      “Nenet, you’re here!” Azure checked her out. The new vampire looked as she had on the night she’d led them to the Sphinx.

      “Yes, my founder lured me here the night we met. I’ve mostly been at this hotel ever since.” A strange expression crossed her face. “Are you a vampire? Did I fail to recruit you to help Chibale?”

      Azure shook her head. “No, I’m not a vampire.”

      “But I don’t smell your blood or have the desire to feed on you, like I do with the living,” Nenet said.

      “It’s my necklace. It protects me.” Azure indicated the ruby hanging around her neck.

      “Oh. Well, what are you doing here? Were you caught?” Nenet asked.

      “Yes, but I’m trying to get away.” She pointed to the door, which lead to a different hallway.

      “I’m going with you, then,” Nenet said, standing and grabbing a long shawl from the bed. She wrapped it around her head, her green eyes framed by the garment.

      “You’re going to leave? I didn’t think that was possible.”

      “It isn’t possible, or not for long, anyway. I can’t leave Cordelia. I’m bound to her for all eternity. However, I can help you to escape,” Nenet said.

      “It sounds as though the person you were still lives inside you,” Azure observed.

      “I died and lost my magic. I have a thirst which kills. I think in time that the things I must do every day to survive as a predator will change me, make me cold and calloused, but for now I still remember what it felt like to live, breathe, and care for others. I still remember your kindness towards me. I still care for my people, and most of all for my sister. Those emotions have not yet faded,” Nenet said, her words like the verses of a sad song.

      “And you think those feelings and memories will fade over time?” Azure asked.

      “Tonight I drank the blood of an old man. He was feeble and going to die soon, but my bite would have killed him in a few days even if I hadn’t taken all his blood. A person cannot do these things on a daily basis and keep their humanity,” Nenet stated, her voice haunted by what she’d done.

      “And you might not always have the choice of who you feed on,” Azure said, and regretted it almost at once.

      The horror that sprang to Nenet’s eyes was chilling. “Yes. I chose the old man carefully, and was given that luxury because my thirst wasn’t overwhelming. I’m a monster, though, and will not always be able to control my cravings. In the wrong company, I might hurt those who are truly innocent, the young. I might hurt those who are truly good and powerful, taking them from this world forever.”

      Azure grasped Nenet’s shoulders. “I’m working to help you. I can make no promises, but I will do everything I can to free you from this curse. Chibale and I are working together.”

      “If you’re here, then you’ve met Ata and know that Chibale is a traitor. He should be punished for what he did. We all followed him blindly when King Ata disappeared. We didn’t know,” Nenet said, her tone hot with anger.

      “Chibale made a mistake. Yes, he was selfish and lusted for power, but you of anyone should know that sometimes we can’t control our desires. He had no idea his spell would put Ata in such danger—I’m sure of that. Whether he is punished is not my decision, but this should be a time of great compassion for those who make mistakes. If we can’t forgive them, then we will battle each other and the vampires will no doubt win,” Azure said, resolution ringing in her speech, the words rushing out of her quickly and unrehearsed.

      Nenet studied Azure for a moment, taking in her words, and finally she nodded. “I believe you might be right. My thirst makes it increasingly difficult for me to think clearly. I’m glad you spoke those words, which I needed to hear. Now I have words for you, Queen Azure.” Nenet pulled a flail from the pocket of her gown. “This is twin to my sister’s crook. Twins are issued these instead of wands in New Egypt because of the power we share. It’s believed that the great pharaohs enhanced our powers by making us separate. I want you to return this to my sister Nefertiti. You have met her, have you not?”

      “Yes,” Azure said solemnly. “She misses you very much.” Azure didn’t think it a good idea to also mention how angry Nenet’s twin was with her for being bitten.

      “Since I no longer have my magic, Nefertiti should have my flail. Her crook will be stronger with this nearby.”

      “But she’s not as strong as she was before, is she?” Azure asked.

      “No. When I lost my magic, I decreased her power. I was a tributary to the river, and when I dried up the flow of magic diminished,” Nenet explained.

      “I’ll return this to Nefertiti, do not worry.” Azure accepted the flail and placed it in her bag.

      “There’s something else.” Nenet reached out to touch Azure, but the motion halted a few inches away. “As I’ve communicated to you, this life is not for me. It is torture. And although I might come to appreciate it in time, as Cordelia tells me I will, I don’t want to become a monster.”

      Azure stepped back, sensing what the vampire was going to say next.

      Nenet closed the space quickly, her eyes desperate. “Queen Azure, I believe you’ll fight to find a solution, but if you don’t then I have a request. If there is no way to save us, if vampires are truly doomed, then I need you to do something.”

      Azure’s eyes widened in both shock and heartbreak. She found herself shaking her head before the request was even made.

      “Yes, Queen Azure,” Nenet said, nodding adamantly. “If you cannot save us, then I need you to kill me. You have to erase me from this world before I cause too much harm. Please, you must promise me that.”

      Azure almost choked on a sob, but swallowed it. How could she do this? Promise to kill Nenet when the time came? But how could she not grant this wish for peace to this woman? She was a witch, after all, and it could have been Azure who had been changed forever and made to thirst. Finally she nodded, unable to say anything.

      “Thank you. Now we should get you out of here, if that’s what you wish to do,” Nenet strode for the door, listening.

      The vampire turned, her face not at all hopeful. The white streak across her green eyes, her soul mark, chilled suddenly. “Queen, there are followers in the hallway. I hear the voices of Lux and Devo. They are the founders’ most trusted minions. I think you should stay here until the vampires sleep at dawn. That would be the best time to escape.”

      Azure shook her head at once. “No, I have to go now. Cordelia and Hamilton have gone after my own, Monet and Ever. I have to help them, or at least join the fight.” Azure was sure that Ever and Monet would put up a fight. She worried for them, but they were strong, and Monet had the orc’s knife.

      “Okay, I get it. I’d risk my life too, if it were Nefertiti,” Nenet said.

      “Lux does know who I am, though. He was the one who brought me here in the first place,” Azure explained.

      Nenet pulled the shawl from her head. “Then he’d recognize you. Place this over your blue hair and keep your head down. Stay at my side. There are others here, but they’ll think you’re one of them unless you draw attention to yourself.”

      Azure fixed the shawl over her head, tucking her hair under it. She gave a reassuring nod to Nenet just before she pulled open the door.

      Broken furniture lined the hallway. The once-pristine walls of the hotel were scarred with marks of abuse, including long scratches.

      Azure stepped into the hallway and on the other side met a vampire. He was tall, with narrow shoulders and a full head of brown hair. The man wore several loops in his eyebrows, nose, and lip. His beady eyes narrowed at the two girls and he threw a knife in their direction.

      Azure’s heart leapt and she ducked as the knife soared overhead.

      “Devo! Are you mad, you fool?” Nenet yelled down the hallway to the man.

      He laughed loudly. “Of course I am, but are you dumb? It’s just a fun game.”

      “Throwing knives isn’t a game,” Nenet said, gesturing for Azure to get behind her.

      “They can’t really hurt you. That’s why it’s fun. You’re a vampire—or don’t you remember, newbie?” He pulled another knife from his belt and threw it.

      Nenet reached out and grabbed it with incredible precision when it was just in front of her chest, and in one swift movement she flicked the knife in the opposite direction. It spiraled through the air and thunked straight into Devo’s arm.

      “Ouch! Damn it, you got me,” he said, mostly laughing. He winced a bit in pain as he pulled the blade free. “See, it’s a lot of fun!”

      “You’re an idiot, and you and Lux have destroyed the hotel. You’d do better to take care of it. This is our home,” Nenet said, backing up. Azure tried to hide behind her inconspicuously.

      “It’s our home for now,” Devo said. “We were given this floor to do what we liked, and I like to throw knives.”

      He unleashed another blade and it soared down the long hallway. Nenet reached for it but missed this time. The blade tore past her and through Azure’s hair, nearly grazing the skin of her face.

      She stumbled back, unnerved by the realization that she had nearly been stabbed.

      “Who is that behind you?” Devo asked.

      “It’s no one,” Nenet said too fast.

      “No one? That’s curious,” the man said jovially.

      “Devo!” Lux’ voice rang from behind him.

      “What?” he called.

      “We’ve got to get ready to go to Lancothy. You said there were bats in the caves there?” Lux asked.

      “Yep.” Devo held up another knife, weaving it forward and backward through the air as if about to unleash it.

      Lux appeared next to Devo, a frustrated expression on his face. He looked at him, and then followed his line of vision. At first Lux turned, not giving Nenet or the figure behind her much attention, but then he took a second look.

      “Who is that with you, Nenet?” Lux asked.

      “It’s Maat,” Nenet said, supplying a random name.

      “Maat? We don’t have a ‘Maat.’” Lux strode forward, his expression curious.

      Azure backed up quickly, nearly tripping on her own feet. She was almost to the bend in the hallway when a figure sprang between the two men.

      “She’s escaped! Queen Azure is loose,” Ata yelled. He came to a sudden halt when he spied Azure at the other end of the hallway, a new fury on his face.

      He lifted his crook and began muttering under his breath.

      Nenet turned back to Azure. “Go! I’ll hold him off!”

      Azure took several steps backwards, recognizing the curse she heard him muttering. He was going to freeze her again, and this time she’d be unable to speak or open her eyes. He was going to imprison her for good.

      “But—”

      “GO! You have to get out of here,” Nenet yelled, cutting her off.

      Azure nodded and bolted in the opposite direction as she saw the young vampire launch herself at the wizard.

      There was a great commotion. Shouting. Destruction. Banging. Nenet screamed in pain.

      “Run, Queen Azure! Run!” Nenet yelled, and then everything went completely quiet.

      Azure ran down the stairs, taking them two at a time. She burst into a great lobby, where several vampires stopped and regarded her with mild interest. Some were feeding on victims. Others lounged under windows through which the moon shone, and it bathed them in its light. Azure didn’t stop running, leaping over bodies as she made her way to the exit.

      From the other end of the room, a great shuffling echoed.

      Azure turned back at the exit, knowing that she’d never make it through the city if she didn’t do one last thing.

      Ata was the first to disembark from the staircase, but she couldn’t harm him. That would be like hurting an innocent person or a prisoner. Before he could raise his crook, Azure held her wand up and yelled, “Somnum.”

      Ata, the target of her spell, swayed, stumbling forward and then backward. He teetered, trying to lift his crook and point it at her. He mumbled, but the right syllables didn’t pass his lips. Then he fell forward, crashing hard onto his chest. The vampires around him fell over one by one, all of them hit by the sleep spell Azure had cast. She’d used all her reserves to ensure it worked and it had, so well that it had connected with Ata and everyone in his vicinity.

      Feeling that she might fall asleep as well, Azure forced herself to turn for the exit. She burst into the open air of the New Egyptian night, where stars twinkled in the black sky and a foreboding silence met her ears.
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      Azure didn’t stop running until she arrived at the hallway where her suite was located in her hotel, and then she nearly fell to her knees. The destruction outside the suite told her what she didn’t want to know—she was too late. Cordelia and Hamilton had already been there.

      There was a spot of blood just on the other side of the threshold. Black blood. Hadn’t she heard that pookas bled black? Her heart sank.

      In the doorway she saw more that brought questions to her mind. The scene seemed to tell an incomplete story, one her imagination tried to fill in. A destroyed bookshelf with contents scattered everywhere. Someone had been thrown into the shelf, maybe?

      The bank of windows had been blown out and broken glass was everywhere. Had Monet used magic to destroy the windows? Why?

      Fire damage scarred one wall. It had destroyed much of the furniture, some of Monet’s potion supply, and the paintings that had decorated the space. Someone had extinguished it before it had taken out Monet’s vodka supply. Azure turned slowly, scanning the destruction as she wondered where her friends were. Did Cordelia and Hamilton have them? Was she too late? Would she become a vampire if that fate had already been forced on Monet and Ever? She almost thought she would, but there was her kingdom to consider.

      Her eyes fastened on the ground, and then Azure bent down and retrieved the orc’s knife. Its blade was covered in blood. Azure lifted it, eyeing it for any hints of what had happened in the battle tonight. She grabbed the hem of her gown and wiped the blade clean, and then her eyes flitted to the case of vodka. There was one missing—that she knew—so her friends were out there. They had to be. She pulled the knife close to her chest before launching through the suite and hallway and outside.

      Azure was ready to run all the way back to the hotel she’d just escaped from, if necessary. She’d tear through it until she found her friends. Until she’d saved them. But given the missing bottle of vodka, she decided to stop at the stables just in case.

      She sprinted, feeling the icy desert air on her exposed arms and chest. The knife was firmly clutched in her hands. She was aware that the white gown was covered in the blood from the knife, but she didn’t care. Then the red and gold carriage came into view—it was still here! Even if nothing else had gone well, it was still here. Azure hadn’t lost everything.

      As she got nearer, she made out the figure in black standing next to the carriage. Was that Oak? She didn’t see the black hat on his head. All she saw was his black hair. But still, Oak was there. The dragons… Would they be in the stalls for the night? Questions continued to trail through Azure’s mind as she neared the carriage.

      In the glow of the moonlight, she saw the figure look up. He’d heard her footsteps on the bricks. It was like a dream. Better, actually. After everything she’d seen, the destruction she’d witnessed, this was the best thing she could have hoped for.

      Relief broke across her face. The figure straightened, taking her in.

      Azure halted, staring at Ever as if she were seeing him for the first time after a long journey. Had it only been this morning that she’d traveled to Earth and been abducted? She dropped the knife, unable to hold onto it any longer. Exhaustion would overwhelm her soon. The clattering of the metal on the pavement served to awaken the night and make the sun rise.

      Ever stepped forward, running his eyes over the white gown stained with the blood of a vampire.

      “Are you…” he tried to ask, but continued to study her.

      She nodded. “Are you?”

      He nodded and took an almost tentative step in her direction as if he were afraid she might vanish if he approached too quickly.

      “Manx? I saw the blood. Is he…”

      “He’ll be fine,” Ever said with a relieved smile on his face. “Everyone is fine, Azure. You’re back, so we’ll be okay.”

      And just like that he closed the space—like the curse had been broken and he could grab her now. She allowed herself to be pulled in, allowed his arms to engulf her. Her heart suddenly beat faster and harder. She felt like she could finally rest after a long and horrible nightmare, Azure crashed into Ever, letting him absorb her body weight, and the two stayed like that for a long time, relieved they were all okay. They had survived, even as the night inched past with its curses lurking in every shadow, waiting to attack again.
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      When Cordelia and Hamilton strode into the lobby of the hotel, the sight that met their eyes was unacceptable at best. It spoke of further defeat. Not only had they failed to abduct Monet and Ever to add them to their coven as founders, they’d also lost the queen.

      Cordelia marched over to the figure lying face-down by the stairs and toed Ata’s unconscious body. He was breathing—she could hear that with her enhanced senses—but if he was here then Azure had escaped.

      Lux and Devo had started to wake and now pushed themselves sluggishly to their feet. Many in the lobby were stirring, but Ata had been hit by the major blast and would not be able to use magic for a while. He stirred, but only slightly.

      The damn witch had done this. She’d escaped, and her friends had eluded the ancient vampires. This was not how things were supposed to go.

      Cordelia spun to face Hamilton. “We have failed.” She mouthed the last as if it were a dirty word.

      He ran a finger over a table and looked at the tip like he was inspecting it for dust. “On the bright side, this place has been compromised, so we can upgrade to a better one.”

      She pursed her lips. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. We only have a bit more of the night, so we had better get a move on.”

      She clapped her hands, and like statues coming to life the half-dozen vampires in the room came to attention. They straightened, their eyes sharp and resting on Cordelia.

      “Hamilton and I are going to find a new location. You all will stay here and prepare. When you are summoned, come to us,” she said and turned to Lux, who was brushing his shirt off.

      “You and Devo will follow us. Tomorrow night I want you in Lancothy. We need more bats,” Cordelia ordered.

      “You’re not giving up on the queen, then?” Lux asked.

      “Of course not. I’m even more determined now that she’ll be ours.” Cordelia moved toward the exit, taking Hamilton’s arm as she passed him. She paused a few feet from the doors, but didn’t turn. “Oh, and Ata?”

      The wizard was just getting to his feet, the deep slumber having made him quite groggy. “Yes, master, I will stay here and watch over the coven. I will follow them to the new location when they are summoned. I am forever your faithful servant,” Ata said, his voice robotic.

      Cordelia offered a satisfied smile to Hamilton. “Isn’t it wonderful, darling? Even when it all falls apart, we can so easily put it back together.”

      “Indeed, my love,” Hamilton said as the two strode from the hotel.
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      I did a very naughty thing. I abandoned my characters for a whole month, maybe more…I can’t remember. If they were puppies, then I put them in a kennel and walked away, leaving them to hound at the gates as I slid into my RV and headed to the hills on vacation. Okay, you’re wondering what I’m talking about? I’m wondering what I’m talking about. I didn’t actually go on vacation, don’t be crazy. I don’t get one of those. The holidays came. Other projects too. My backlist told me it needed some air to breathe. What I’m saying is that I took a break from this series and it made me ever so lonesome for my Oriceran family. It wasn’t easy to board these characters, but that’s what my life called for.

      The good news, for this horrible analogy that I’ve beaten over the head with a stick, is that I’m back. I missed Azure and the gang so much and when I let them back into my head they had so much to tell me. There’s a flow to characters that a writer only finds when they’ve written multiple books with them. I’m starting to call it “hitting my stride”. I’ve never written more than five books in a series, well, unless you count my Ren series (wow, shameless plug, much). I was surprised at how effortless the character voices came to me. It was like I was recording scenes rather than creating them.

      I remember coming to Martha and Michael with this idea for vampires in New Egypt. The two were instantly supportive, as they always are. Michael was throwing out ideas so fast that I was completely encouraged. You see, I’ve always wanted to set a book, or a few, in Egypt. However, there’s a lot of history and mythology to keep up with. Oriceran gave me the perfect place. I could pull from the Egyptian pharaohs and gods, and then tweak things to my liking. And better yet, I could create a parallel universe between the two. I’m getting giddy just thinking back on the creation of this all.

      My daughter was a huge help with this series. I said “Egypt” to this kid and she was spitting out ideas so fast that I had to dry my soapy hands from washing dishes and start jotting down ideas. I wished I could tell you all the great ideas my six-year old gave me, but that’s called spoilers. Those secrets will be revealed in other books. I will tell you that she gave me the idea for the genie. I was like, “You’re a genius!” No, I didn’t say “Gen-us”. Then we had to name the genie. She had ideas, but this time I left it to the readers. I polled the fans on Facebook, join the Oriceran group if you haven’t, and they had loads of great suggestions. Anyway, their suggestions will stretch across this arc, but let’s give out some credit. First of all we had not one, but three entries that won the name of the genie. Thank you to Sarah Weir, Cameron Scott Wright, Roy Sinclair for helping me name Bob, the evil genie who wants to murder Azure. I kind of like him, don’t you? And then there were soooo many great names that I had to include them throughout the book as suggestions. Manx and Laurel just won’t give it up that Bob should have a better name. So throughout the series they’ll try and rename him. Ever and Monet will probably join in on the game. In book one though, we have suggestions for other names for the genie given by: Micky Cocker, Anne Loshuk, Ron Gailey, Amba Jane, Margaret Cambridge and Christa Stojanova.

      Oh, and before I take up all the pages with my ramblings, a special thanks to James Caplan. He’s become my champion, helping me a ton with ideas and encouragement. His ideas are constantly sneaking their way into my books. I’m starting to lose track. I count myself lucky that I have such awesome readers to help me on my author journey. Thank you to you all.

      Sarah
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      The Oriceran Universe is now almost five months old and it feels like I’ve always known Sarah Noffke and the other authors. The girl has busted a move to get out so many new stories. It has been fun to see how much all of us have grown and in such a short amount of time. Welcome to Michael Anderle’s boot camp to become a successful author! There should be a shoulder patch of some kind. Maybe something Elven…

      Now, we’re at a place in the Universe where more infrastructure is needed – or maybe I have finally caught on a little better about how to market more consistently and do a better job of connecting with fans. Either way I have an action plan that feels pretty good.

      I’m at the point where I need help to get all those new tasks done. And, since numbers are not my thing it’s twice as important. Every time I hear Magic Mike or Craig talking about costs per click it translates to Klingon in my head.

      Good news! I raised my own marketing genius! The offspring does this for a living for others and now that I know what to ask for – and since he came to the 20Books Convention in Vegas and saw on a deeper level what I do – he’s cleaning up a lot of my act and helping out the Universe. That’ll make the whole experience better for everyone with more to do, more to read and even easier to get to know all of us.

      It’s turning out to be a lot of fun to work with the offspring – Louie… The information is like kibble for him and he can take it all in, draw conclusions and spit out an action plan. Meanwhile, I’m still back there wondering what just happened.

      It’s a cool thing about this boot camp… all of us started the Universe with the idea that sure this’ll work but we had no guarantees. And now, not only did you guys – THE FANS – show up, you’ve shown up in droves and all of us authors, like Sara Noffke and myself, have stretched and grown and learned so much about ourselves that we never expected and are really grateful we were here to do. More adventures to follow.
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      First, thank you so much for reading not only our tales, but all the way through the author notes to now, my publisher notes as well!

      For shameless plugs, I’m going to provide Sarah and Martha’s personal author pages. You can find them here:

      

      Sarah Noffke: https://www.amazon.com/Sarah-Noffke/e/B00QQC5PFQ

      Martha Carr: https://www.amazon.com/Martha-Carr/e/B001JP4SW6

      If you are EVER in need of a story, then I highly recommend both of my collaborator’s works. They can take you from Fantasy, to Urban Fantasy, to Thriller and beyond.

      Without ever leaving the comfort of your favorite reading chair.

      These two ladies are amazing in their writing, and wonderful in their lives. They care and support those around them equally.

      While LMBPN Publishing (my company) does NOT publish all of their books – they have their own publishing companies and other groups they publish with – I would love to encourage you to try out their personal works that have nothing to do with Oriceran.

      (And then come back to Oriceran, just a suggestion...)

      We are into the Christmas season, and I would be remiss to fail to mention that I appreciate all of the wonderful support you provide us here in the Oriceran Universe. To those mentioned in Sarah’s Author Notes, and those names Martha has mentioned and the many, many others we interact with through each week, you are a blessing.

      So, thank you from us, to you.

      Now, I’m going to see if I really, really have to tweak that last chapter in my next book, or maybe I can get a story and do a little reading.

      Because, as an author myself, I need to spend time in other people’s books to help fill up my creative well.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael Anderle
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      Loud ticking echoed through the rustic foyer of the abandoned boarding school. At one time the building had been full of laughter and the bustling feet of precocious pupils. Still, even with the fine layer of dust covering the stone banister and tile floor, its original charm seeped through.

      “The realtor who showed it to me said the building is haunted.” Cordelia said, turning to face Hamilton. He didn’t look impressed as he ran his finger over a large vase sitting on the floor by the entry way. Hamilton was wearing his usual suit and the scowl made him look quite cute, but that was only because Cordelia found the more hostile emotions attractive. A smile made his green eyes light up, but a grimace made his power flow from his gaze.

      “Haunted, huh?” Hamilton asked. “We’re vampires…the thing of nightmares. Aren’t we the ones who haunt?”

      “We both know ghosts aren’t real,” Cordelia said, looking at the large grandfather clock against the wall that was responsible for the loud ticking sound. It was nearly morning. They’d have to take refuge in the basement, since proper curtains hadn’t yet been installed over the floor-to-ceiling windows. The center atrium was also a gigantic problem with its huge skylight. Humans loved their sun, Cordelia thought with major irritation.

      “Are any of the old students of this boarding school still roaming the grounds?” Hamilton asked, not looking amused. “I’m hungry.”

      “We’ll feed in a bit,” Cordelia said, striding over to Hamilton. Today she wore one of her favorite red dresses. All her dresses were red. Why would she wear anything but? This one had a heart-shaped neckline, and ruffles that spilled all the way to the floor. It was heavy, but that wasn’t a problem for Cordelia with her incredible strength. She ran her fingernail down Hamilton’s lapel. “Do you like the house?”

      Hamilton eyed the dusty foyer, disgust making his lip curl. His gaze softened when it landed on Cordelia. “No, not really. But I like you, and you picked it.”

      “It’s not our forever home,” Cordelia explained. “It’s just a base of operations for the brood until we find something better.”

      Hamilton sniffed. The air in the old boarding school was stale, and laced with what Cordelia had hidden in the closet—a sort of housewarming present for her love. “You know I don’t mean any offense to your efforts. I’m just picky.”

      Cordelia leaned into Hamilton and her lips grazed the side of his neck. Her fangs instinctively emerged, her desire for blood linked to her lust for the man before her. “I enjoy that you’re selective. You picked me, didn’t you?”

      Hamilton’s hands gripped Cordelia’s hips, and he pulled her in close. “I would have no other.”

      A cough sliced the air, interrupting the couple, and Cordelia pulled back but didn’t turn away. “Yes, Ata?” she asked, her tone impatient.

      “Using the tracking spell, I think I’ve located a page from the Book of Dead,” Ata said.

      This stole Cordelia’s attention. She turned to look up at the wizard, who stood at the halfway point on the long staircase. He was dressed in the traditional robes of the New Egypt coven, and held his crook lightly in his fingers. Since the disturbance with the queen of Virgo, Azure, he’d been a bit more difficult to control. A wizard, even one as powerful as he, couldn’t resist the vampires’ mind control entirely, but he could fight it. Cordelia worried that he’d find a way of breaking it.

      More importantly, she worried that the pages of the Book of the Dead would surface. Centuries ago the earliest founder vampires had stolen the pages that detailed how to eradicate vampires or cure vampirism. They couldn’t be destroyed, but they could be lost—and they had been for a long time. With vampirism now spreading in the homeland of New Egypt, it was crucial that the pages be found and kept away from Chibale and his coven.

      “Do tell,” Cordelia said, her eyebrow arched in curiosity.

      “The queen of Virgo has it,” Ata stated, his voice neutral. He appeared almost like a statue with his black hair pulled back in a ponytail and his jaw firm. The swirling tattoos that covered his legs, arms, and face were less visible in the darkened house.

      “What? When did she get it?” Hamilton asked, stepping forward.

      “My spell doesn’t tell me when, only that she’s in possession of one of the pages,” Ata said.

      Cordelia gritted her teeth and stomped her black heel on the stone floor. “Damn that witch. She escaped from us, and now has a page that could spell our demise.”

      “I knew she was going to be trouble,” Hamilton said, his eyes steaming with fury.

      “She won’t be a problem when we turn everyone in her kingdom into vampires,” Cordelia said. “She’ll be begging us to turn her then.”

      “And we won’t,” Hamilton said. “That will be her punishment.”

      “You’re so cruel, my love.” A wicked smile sprang to Cordelia’s face. “I happen to think that she’d make a fine founder, and I could use a formidable female companion.”

      Hamilton gawked at Cordelia, his eyebrows knitted together. “You have me. Why do you need another companion?”

      Cordelia brushed a hand over Hamilton’s firm jaw. “You’re wonderful, but every woman needs another female who can relate to her. I’ve yet to find one intriguing enough to turn into a founder.”

      “Yes, and soon we will have a population of bats. We need to decide how to use them,” Hamilton stated. Lux and Devo had already set out for Lancothy to retrieve as many bats as they could so that the mission to create founder vampires could be completed successfully. Hamilton and Cordelia had only created a handful of follower vampires to date, and they’d need to expand their efforts to ensure their brood thrived. Vampires were truly powerful in numbers, and taking over New Egypt was their ultimate goal.

      “I guess,” Hamilton said, a look of disapproval on his face.

      Cordelia’s heart was lightened by Hamilton’s jealousy. Proudly she turned back to Ata. “I want you to try another tracking spell. We must find those other pages. How many are there?”

      “I’m not certain…maybe three or four?” Ata said.

      “We need all of them. But we can’t touch the queen, so instead I want you to create something that can go after her,” Cordelia ordered.

      “Yes,” Ata said with a bit of hesitation in his eyes.

      “Yes, what?” Cordelia asked.

      “Yes, Master,” he said, his voice sounding dead.

      “That’s better. Off you go.” Cordelia returned her attention to Hamilton. “Now, I say that we christen this house the right way.”

      A heated look crossed Hamilton’s face. “What do you have in mind?”

      Cordelia peeled away from her lover and crossed the foyer to the closet door. The handle was rusted, but could still be turned with a bit of effort. When she pulled back the door, there was a man standing in the empty space. His gaze was dull, and his mouth hung open like he was in a trance.

      “The realtor didn’t just help us find this location, but is also going to be our first meal in the place,” Cordelia told Hamilton. “Come forward,” she commanded the man.

      Moving like a robot, the man marched out of the closet where she’d made him stay, using the slightest bit of effort with her mind control.

      “Halt,” she said when he stood between Hamilton and her. Cordelia brushed the side of the man’s neck and a moment later found that Hamilton had joined her on the other side, using his super-speed.

      “What a great idea you had. I always enjoy feeding with you, my love,” Hamilton said.

      “Yes, I know.” Cordelia reared her head back and her fangs slid into place, then she sank them into the realtor’s neck. Hamilton did the same on his side, and the two drank until they were full and the man was dead.
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      “Would you like a date?” Ever asked. He was sitting on the long sofa next to Azure.

      She looked up, distracted. In his fingers, Ever was holding a shriveled date he’d picked up from the bowl on the side table, and Azure grimaced with disgust at the fruit. “Hell, no. Those things are disgusting. They should be outlawed.”

      Ever smiled and popped it into his mouth, chewing. “They’re definitely not chocolate cake, but they suffice when hunger strikes.”

      “When are we going to dinner?” Monet asked. He was lying on the couch opposite them and tossing a red foam ball into the air.

      “Soon,” Azure said, stirring the contents of the scrying bowl. “We need to get back before it’s dark.”

      “So the evil bloodthirsty zombies plaguing the streets of New Egypt don’t eat us,” Monet added.

      “They aren’t zombies, they are vampires,” Azure said. “And it’s so they don’t bite one of you. I’ll be fine.”

      Monet caught the ball just before it careened into his face. He paused for a moment to eye the ruby she now wore to protect her from vampires before he threw it into the air again. “Yeah, I’m glad soul stones aren’t red. It would totally clash with my hair.”

      “You’d look very Christmas-y,” Ever said, pointing to the lavender amethyst Monet wore on a leather band around his wrist.

      Monet’s face scrunched in curiosity. “What’s ‘Christmas?’”

      Ever laughed. “It’s a thing on Earth—a celebration where you exchange presents. I’ll take you sometime. You’ll like eggnog.

      “Presents!” Monet exclaimed. “I’m game. Let’s bring this holiday over to Oriceran. What’s it all about?”

      “There was this man named Jesus—”

      Azure waved Ever off. “Earth lessons later. I’ve finally gotten the bowl to work, so Gran should be coming through soon.”

      Everyone inside the large carriage fell silent except Laurel, who was cuddled into a ball in a neighboring armchair. She hadn’t been sleeping well, so she had been taking catnaps lately. The werecat hadn’t appreciated the expression, but had merely frowned when it was mentioned.

      Monet picked up his wand from the side of the couch and pointed it at the werecat, who was snoring and purring slightly. When a brief gust of wind hit Laurel she awakened with a start and looked around in confusion, wondering what had woken her. Monet resumed throwing the ball and tried to look innocent.

      “Gran, are you there?” Azure asked.

      Gran’s wrinkled face swam into view on the surface of the scrying liquid. “Child, excuse my French, but what in Merlin’s beard are you thinking? For the love of shriveled pig’s liver, get the troll’s head out of New Egypt.”

      “What’s ‘French?’” Monet asked, holding the red ball just above his head. “And Sari, that’s what you’re calling cursing these days?”

      “Shut the hell up, Monet,” Gran fired back.

      Azure smiled, nostalgia blossoming in her chest for Virgo and her family. “I miss you too, Gran.”

      The old woman shook her head of lavender hair and her scowl deepened. “This is not about missing you. Gillian tells me there are vampires in New Egypt. You’re not safe!”

      “Did Gillian also tell you that Mage Lenore gave me a necklace that protects me from vampires?” Azure asked.

      Gran narrowed her eyes, focusing on the ruby hanging around Azure’s neck. “Yes, and that’s very curious. That old bat is sneaky as hell. Do you know if it really works?”

      Monet laughed. “Sari, you calling anyone ‘old and sneaky’ is ironic.”

      Ever nodded. “She’s right, though.”

      “Yeah, those two women are made from the same yarn,” Monet said, continuing to toss the red ball up. Laurel was instantly entranced, watching the ball fly up and then drop.

      Azure shook her head, trying to focus despite the many distractions. “The necklace does work. These founder vampires tried to turn me, but couldn’t because of the protection. And they couldn’t get it off me, either.”

      “Muddy frog’s feet!” Gran screamed. “Child, I can’t believe you’ve been playing with vampires. Do you have no sense at all?”

      “I wasn’t playing with them,” Azure explained. “They abducted me.”

      Gran threw both her hands to her cheeks and took in a few ragged breaths. “Are you trying to kill an old witch?”

      “No, not at all, Gran,” Azure said, suddenly feeling guilty for causing her grandmother any distress. It was rare for the old witch to show concern like this, which just proved how dangerous the vampire epidemic was. “You don’t have to worry. I’m safe.”

      “What about Monet and Ever?” she asked.

      “Thanks for the concern,” Finswick said, hopping onto the table and peering into the scrying bowl. His white-tipped black tail jerked violently.

      Her expression softened at the sight of the cat. “Oh, I bet you’re loving this, Fin. Vampires on your first big adventure. Good for you.” Her gaze returned to Azure. “But seriously, what about those other guys?”

      Laurel tore her gaze from the ball and looked down at Manx, who was chewing happily on a bone in his black dog form. “Are you getting tired of being dismissed?”

      The dog looked up and blinked his bright eyes. “Not really. We’re not in any danger. I mean the vampires could bite us and kill us, but we’re not going to turn into the beasts.”

      “Mmm,” Laurel mused, returning her attention to the ball Monet was tossing. Manx was also distracted by the movement now that he’d noticed it.

      “Gran cares about me,” Monet sang.

      “I do not,” Gran spat, “but I promised your mother on her deathbed that I’d look after you. I know how spiteful that evil witch was, and she’d probably haunt me if I didn’t deliver on my promise.”

      Monet had become an orphan at a young age when his mother died from a breast enhancement charm that went wrong. She’d fallen sick immediately afterwards and called the queen mother to her deathbed. Nothing could have been done for the witch, although since then Monet had created a potion that would have saved his mother. It was a sad irony. Since his father had also disappeared long ago, Gran had also been his pseudo-grandmother, pretending she didn’t care for Monet but in reality harboring a deep affection for him.

      “Gran, we’re safe in the carriage,” said Azure, gesturing to the large vehicle which had been serving as their residence since the hotel room was destroyed. Oak had even enlarged the inside of the carriage to include a private bedroom for Azure and Laurel, saying that females needed space away from boys. He apparently didn’t like the idea of the girls sleeping in the same room with Monet and Ever.

      “The carriage is badass, by the way,” Monet said.

      “I know that,” Gran spat. “You all would have figured that out earlier if you had taken the carriage instead of those flea-ridden horses.”

      “Well, you’re always right. We should have listened to you, old woman,” Monet said, tossing the ball down the long stretch between the sitting area and the door. Manx sprinted after it.

      Gran craned her neck as if trying to see someone. “Where is Ever? Is he there with you?”

      “I’m here,” Ever said, moving closer to Azure and staring down into the bowl. “How are you, Sari?”

      She smiled, her eyes lighting up. “Can you convince my-granddaughter-the-queen to return to Virgo so you don’t lose your magic and become a vampire? You’d be useless to me then.”

      Ever blinked with surprise, looking speechless.

      “Now you know that Sari’s love is conditional,” Monet said. Manx had returned with the slobbery ball and now rested his head on the sofa next to Monet, begging him to toss it again.

      “I don’t think I can make Azure do anything, and you know that,” Ever said, looking down into the bowl.

      “Gran, I have a page from the Book of the Dead.” Azure shooed Finswick off the ancient piece of paper that was covered with hieroglyphs. She held it up, careful to keep it away from the scrying liquid.

      “Sizzling goats’ brains! You’re not serious?” Gran exclaimed.

      Monet giggled. “You watch your mouth, Gran.”

      “Where did you get that?” she asked, her lavender eyes wide with shock.

      “I found it on Earth in the Sphinx,” Azure said in a bored voice, as if this weren’t at all bizarre.

      “When we spoke with Gillian,” Ever chimed in, “he said he might be able to decipher it. Can we send it to you via Manx?”

      “You might be nice to look at, but you’re an idiot, Ever,” Gran said.

      “Thank you…I think,” Ever replied, his tone light.

      Azure looked at Ever. With his jet-black hair, blue eyes, and pointy ears, he was quite a sight to look at. Too often she’d watched women gawk at the Light Elf when they were in public. However, lately it was Ever who couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Azure. Ever since she’d returned from being abducted, covered in blood, he’d been more concerned for her, even though she had the protective amulet.

      “That page from the Book of the Dead might include a way to end vampirism,” Gran said. “That’s the reason the original founders stole the pages in the first place. We can’t entrust it to a pooka to deliver.”

      Manx dropped the ball from his mouth and morphed into a black goat. “Maw! I take offense to that.”

      “What are you going to do, eat my shoes? Oh, wait…you already did that,” Gran said, looking off to the side as if she could see Manx, then she returned her gaze to Azure. “It appears you’re going to have to come back to Virgo. We need to decipher that page. This might be the key, although I know there’s more than one page.”

      Azure shook her head. “I can’t, Gran. I promised the coven here that I would help. And more importantly, there’s a witch who has been turned and a wizard who is under the control of the vampires. I’m going to help them.”

      “Sari, do you think Gillian could decipher the page through the scrying bowl?” Ever asked.

      Sari looked at something to the side and muttering filled the air. “He said no.”

      “He’s there?” Azure asked.

      “I’m here,” Gillian called. “I’m not certain I can decipher the page at all. Someone in the Light Elf Library might be able to, but if they find out we have it they’ll confiscate the page.”

      “That’s rude,” Laurel said. “They don’t own it.”

      “But they own the book,” Gillian said. “I really need to study the page in person.”

      “I’m not sure how to get it to you,” Azure said. “We’re setting off for Lancothy almost immediately. The vampires are hunting for bats, and we need to cut them off.”

      “You’re what?” Gran asked, her face flushing red. “Send Monet and Ever back with the page. We can’t risk those two getting turned.”

      “I’m not leaving Azure,” Monet said, sitting up and peering out the carriage window, which ran from the floor to the ceiling.

      “Me either,” Ever said, shaking his head.

      “Azure, you have some loyal mutts,” Gran said, and looked to the side again, probably at Gillian. “That’s a fine idea. That’s what I like about you, Gillian…you actually think.”

      “What did he say?” Azure asked.

      “He proposes that we meet you on the Mountain of Truth, which is on your way to Lancothy,” Gran said. “Mage Lenore might be able to offer some help on this debacle.”

      “Do you think she can decipher the page, or might have answers about how to cure vampirism?” Azure asked.

      “Dear Azure,” Gran began, “I’m fairly certain that Mage Lenore has the answer to almost everything, but she always wants us to figure it out on our own. That ornery witch won’t give us a shortcut to save her damn life.”

      “Okay, then we’ll meet you on the Mountain of Truth,” Azure said. It would be good to find out why Mage Lenore had given her the protective ruby. Well, her cousin, a batty old witch, had been the one to give it to Azure, but it had come from Mage Lenore.

      “How are you going to find your way up the Mountain of Truth?” Ever asked.

      Sari looked in Gillian’s direction once more. “Yes, I know they’re silly children who have no clue.” She looked back at Ever. “Don’t you worry, young ‘un. We will be there.”

      Azure glanced sideways at Ever. “You are a young ‘un, aren’t you? Monet and I have like seventy-five years on you.”

      “Fifty,” Ever corrected.

      “Which, for magical beings, pretty much makes you two the same age,” Gran said. “You were born in the same century, which is all that matters.”

      “Matters for what?” Azure asked.

      “Never mind that for now, child,” Gran said.

      “The sun is setting. Unless we’re ordering pizza then we’d better get to dinner,” Monet said.

      “All you think about is your stomach,” Gran snapped, pursing her lips in disapproval.

      “I actually care about not getting bitten, since the bloody beasts prowl at night,” Monet retorted.

      “Oh, well, that’s a valid point,” Gran replied. “Don’t get yourself turned, Monet Torrance, or I’ll have your head.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”  Monet winked at Azure and then whispered, “She loves me.”

      “I do not,” Gran retorted in a sing-songy voice, then swiped her wand over the scrying bowl and disappeared.
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      Sari drew in a breath as she stepped away from her scrying bowl, which stood on a pedestal in her study. She turned to find Reynolds standing behind her and wearing a ridiculous look of disapproval. The wizard still had a full head of red hair although he was a little older than her. The red goatee clashed horribly with his purple soul stone, that he wore in a ring on his middle finger.

      “Did I hear that correctly? You’re going to the Mountain of Truth when there’s been an outbreak of vampirism?” Reynolds asked.

      Sari’s gaze fell on the gnome, who was hunched oddly over a book that was larger than him. He was studying up on Egyptian hieroglyphs. Ignoring Reynolds’ question, she said to Gillian, “Are you all right with leaving the Potions Shop for this?”

      Gillian pulled off his brown bowler hat and scratched his head, which only had a small patch of orange hair on it. He had more hair growing out of his ears than he did on his head, but didn’t like to be reminded of it. “It should be fine. Since Monet left I don’t get much business. I just need to have Finnegan restock for me, and we’ll go on the honesty policy for customers.”

      “Sari, are you going to answer my question?” Reynolds demanded.

      Sari turned to Reynolds slowly, her face pinched with irritation. “I was under the impression that you were here to borrow a book. Why then does it appear that you’re spying on me and butting into my affairs?”

      “Pardon me for being concerned for your wellbeing,” Reynolds snapped, turning his attention back to the shelves of books. The Light Elf Library was impressive in its sheer number of volumes, but Sari had numerous rare books in this oversized study—ones that weren’t just about magic, but were magical.

      Reynolds muttered under his breath as he ran his fingers over the spines of some books in front of him.

      “What was that, Reynolds?” Sari asked, biting off each word.

      He turned, looking surprised. “What? Oh, nothing. I was just remarking about how irresponsible it is to trample off to the Mountain of Truth on your own when there are vampires on the loose.”

      “Irresponsible?” Sari yelled, her face flushing hot. “I wasn’t the one who got himself turned into a statue for Merlin-knows-what.”

      “It was a misunderstanding.” Reynolds waved her off.

      Gillian swiveled his attention back to Sari, still waiting for her response.

      “A misunderstanding that left you a statue? You’d still be like that if it weren’t for the queen,” Sari scolded.

      Reynolds hung his head in shame. “I’m well aware of that, but just because I made a mistake doesn’t mean that you should as well.”

      Sari gaped in fury. “Mistake? Assisting the queen isn’t a mistake. It is my duty as the queen mother and her grandmother.”

      Gillian turned his attention to Reynolds, shamelessly eavesdropping. A worm slipped from the page of the giant book and reached for Gillian’s face.

      “Well, if you insist on going then I’m accompanying you,” Reynold said.

      Sari balled up her fists and was about to stomp her feet, but paused and turned her attention fully to Gillian. “You might want to turn the page before that bookworm strangles you.”

      Gillian’s gaze shot downward, and he jerked away from the book and fell off his chair. The worm flailed in the air, reaching blindly for the gnome. Sari pulled up her wand and directed it at the book. It slammed shut on the struggling worm.

      “Damn worms have infested that book. There’s no getting rid of them without compromising the integrity of the book’s contents,” Sari said.

      “So don’t go to sleep with this one open, huh?” Gillian said, righting himself and smoothing down his suit.

      “One of your books tried to make me go cross-eyed,” Reynolds said. “The print kept getting smaller and smaller and so I got closer to the page. When my nose was in it the blasted thing slammed shut, nearly taking it off.”

      Sari laughed merrily. “That will teach you to keep your nose out of romance books. I enchanted every one in the collection.”

      “Oh, well, I didn’t realize I’d been set up,” Reynolds replied. “And in my defense, I was looking for a line of poetry. It’s been bugging me since I awoke from my statue state. There’s a line from the great poet Anna Voy about waking up and being given a second chance at life and love. I can’t recall it in its entirety, and you know how infuriating that can be.”

      “Fine, then,” Sari said, flicking her wand at the library and muttering the reverse incantation for the spell. “Feel free to browse away, now.”

      “It’s really an incredible collection of books, Sari,” Reynolds said, looking at the shelves admiringly.

      Sari, still pissed at Reynolds for his protectiveness, turned to Gillian. “Have you made any progress?”

      He scratched his chin and stared at the oversized book with trepidation. “I’m not entirely sure what I’m looking for, since I haven’t seen the page from the Book of the Dead yet.”

      “Oh, well, in that case.” Sari pointed her wand at a bookcase on the far side of the room. A book bound in leather and tied closed with a blue ribbon flew across the room and landed in front of Gillian.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “That’s the Book of Unknowing,” she answered. “It’s for when you don’t know what you’re looking for. It can supply missing information, and the book changes based on who reads it. The complexity of the information it offers also changes, depending on the intelligence of the person reading it. I suspect it’s just a picture book when Monet opens it.”

      Reynolds laughed at this. “That’s funny, but I do hear that he’s quite possibly the most brilliant potions maker Virgo has ever had—which would make him the greatest in Oriceran.”

      “Don’t tell him that ever,” Sari said. “I’ve worked his entire life to humble him and fix the imbalance that occurred when he was born on the night of the meteor shower.” She bit her tongue, realizing she’d spoken directly to Reynolds when he was supposed to be receiving the quiet treatment.

      Gillian gasped when he opened the book. “That’s so strange. I was just thinking that I needed to brush up on my Egyptian mythology, and it’s all here.” He thumbed through the book, his eyes growing wide with shock.

      “Then it’s working,” Sari said proudly.

      “Is it all right if I borrow this?” Gillian asked, and stood, which put him in a significantly lower position than when he had been sitting in the chair.

      Sari pretended to consider this with a great deal of reluctance, but after a moment she nodded. The truth was, there was no one more dependable than Gillian. Gnomes in general were known for their trustworthiness, but Sari had wanted to stress how important the book was.

      “Thank you,” Gillian said, pressing the book to his chest and scurrying toward the exit. “I have to speak with Finnegan about supplies for the Potions Shop before we leave.”

      “Tell him I said hello,” Reynolds said, a teasing tone in his voice.

      “Do not tell him that unless you want to instantly put him in a bad mood,” Sari warned.

      Gillian didn’t seem to hear any of this as he hurried from the room. As soon as he was gone, Reynolds crossed the space between them and stood right in front of Sari.

      She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’d better be off to pack as well.”

      “Sari,” Reynolds said, reaching for her hand. She pulled it away at once, admonishing him with a single look. How dare he be so forward when she was trying to hate him? “I’m sorry if my concern for your safety bothered you. I know how hard you have worked to convince yourself that I have no affection for you.”

      “Would you speak a language I understand? I swear, Reynolds, you’ve read too many poetry books lately,” Sari snapped.

      “Maybe I have.” He snickered. “But my concern is founded. If you would simply allow an old wizard the chance to escort you, it would make me most grateful. I imagine I’d get no sleep if I stayed here and worried that something might have happened to you.”

      “Then you’d look even older and more tired than you do now,” Sari said, turning away from the wizard and striding toward the bookcase in the corner.

      “Well, if you wouldn’t mind looking at me during this journey, I promise to make myself useful. I have a friend who has a herd of Pegasi. I’m sure he’ll loan us three for the journey.”

      “You mean Almus, who illegally bred those animals?” Sari asked. “We’ve known for quite some time that he keeps them hidden in the north corner of Virgo.”

      Reynolds bowed his head slightly, a sheepish grin on his face. “Of course you’re aware. Still, he owes me a favor, and would no doubt loan us the animals. They would make the journey quite easy.”

      Sari regarded Reynolds for a long moment, hoping her silence would make him squirm with uncertainty. “You mean that he owes you for smuggling him a supply of electric eels, and helping him sell brooms that supposedly fly?”

      Reynolds lowered his chin, looking at the floor as his face reddened to match his goatee. “So you know about those things.”

      “Naturally,” Sari said, scanning the shelves for the right book. “Honestly, making hardworking Virgoans think that a broom could fly. That’s not a hard scam to get caught for.”

      “The enchantment wears off after an hour, which gives me enough time to make the sale,” Reynolds said.

      “If you were to put your efforts into doing good, then imagine the things you could accomplish.”

      “There really is a coven of witches who fly on brooms though, Sari,” Reynolds said. “I’ve visited them in the East. They use a special type of wood that allows the brooms to fly. Enchantments always wear off eventually.”

      Sari had respected Reynolds when he was Azure’s tutor. She had known he was often involved in illegal affairs, but she had turned a blind eye to it when she had been queen. For some reason she’d always had a soft spot when it came to the man before her. Often she thought it was his rebellious nature that had attracted her to him.

      “I’d be very interested in seeing such a broom if you ever get a real one and not one that’s a hoax,” Sari said, pulling a book from the shelf. She flipped it open, almost at once finding the page she was looking for.

      “I would never try to scam you,” Reynolds said. “And it wouldn’t work anyhow. You’re too smart for me.”

      Sari pushed the volume into Reynolds’ hands. “Here’s the book you were looking for. You’ll find this is the Anna Voy poem.”

      Reynolds looked down at the page, his mouth falling open as his eyes scanned the words. “You knew where to find it!”

      “I know everything,” she said, strolling off with a proud smile on her face.
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      The realtor’s body lay on a long table in what used to be a science classroom in the old boarding school. Ata had found it to be the right spot for his potion-making spells.

      Nenet eyed the body, disgust written on her face. “He’s dead!” she said, walking around the body. It was pale, and rigor mortis was setting in.

      “Yes. That’s what happens when vampires drain all the blood from a person,” Ata said, crushing up turmeric, which was a tasty spice and also the main ingredient in this spell. Curry spices were powerful when used in conjunction with other ingredients.

      Nenet narrowed her green eyes at him and flashed her fangs menacingly. She wasn’t going to attack him, because Cordelia had ordered all her vampires to leave Ata alone. Besides, she had just fed. He eyed the needle he’d used to withdraw his blood to feed Nenet. It wasn’t an idea she’d warmed to originally, but they both knew she didn’t want to attack people and distribute the virus. Those Nenet fed on would either die from blood loss or the virus that follower vampires spread with their bites.

      “You’re not the one who killed him, so I’m obviously not referring to you,” Ata told her. Nenet was still so emotional about her change. It was wrong for him to think that they could interact as casually as they had when he was king.

      “I can’t believe you’re going to send this monster after Queen Azure,” Nenet said, picking up the stiff wrist of the dead realtor, then letting it fall.

      “I don’t have a choice,” Ata said, gritting his teeth hard. He ground up the turmeric with a bit too much ferocity and turned it to powder instantly. That wouldn’t do for this particular enchantment. He discarded it and grabbed another turmeric root.

      “I completely understand,” she said with a sensitive smile on her face. If anyone understood the mind control and torture Cordelia and Hamilton inflicted on their captives, it was Nenet. She pulled her hair over one shoulder, and as she absentmindedly braided it the gold bangles on her wrist clanged together, making music of a sort. Nenet had always played with her hair when stressed, needing to have her hands busy.

      “I have no choice but to create this monster and send him after Azure,” Ata said. “Strangely, I’m not even allowed to come up with a lesser solution. Their control requires me to put my best efforts into this one.”

      “I fear what will happen to Azure,” Nenet told him.

      “I know little of the queen, but I did sense that she was very capable when we met,” Ata said, sprinkling the spices into the cauldron where it sparked. The liquid instantly turned orange.

      He picked up a strand of blue hair and added it as well. They hadn’t stayed long after Azure had knocked out everyone in the old hotel. However, the room where she’d been held had been searched, and Ata had found her blue hair. The controls Cordelia and Hamilton had placed on him caused him to serve diligently, so he had saved the hair just in case. It was this forethinking that made him the most powerful wizard in New Egypt, but now his ingenuity was being employed against the queen of Virgo.

      “She did escape right under your nose,” Nenet said.

      “It’s a good thing she did, because I’ve since figured out how to remove her necklace,” Ata replied.

      This produced a gasp from Nenet. “No!”

      He nodded, remorse heavy in his gut. “Yes, and if I ever encounter the witch again, I’ll have no choice but to use it on her.”

      “But then they’ll turn her!”

      “Which is why we have to hope she doesn’t get caught again.” Ata ladled the steaming liquid into a glass tube, which he held with a gripper to protect his hands. He gave Nenet a tentative look. “You will probably want to stand back for this.”

      She stepped back until she was against the wall, placing many of the old desks between her and the body. “I can’t believe that you can perform this kind of magic. No wonder you were king.”

      Ata smiled slightly despite himself. He was powerful, and that was how he’d become king—by being the best. Ata missed his people. Surprisingly, he even missed his brother Chibale. There was nothing his twin could do that he wouldn’t forgive. And in truth, his brother hadn’t known his actions would lead to all this. He hadn’t known vampires were lurking, waiting to take over. Was it right for him to trick Ata so he could take the throne? No, but Chibale was notorious for fighting unfairly.

      Ata parted the lips of the corpse and poured the potion into its mouth. The dead man wouldn’t be burned by the temperature. The hot liquid would actually help wake up his body, and the potion ingredients would sustain him and tell him who to go after.

      After all of the potion had been poured into the dead man’s mouth, Ata stood back and waited for the transformation. Before their eyes all the color drained from the man’s body, turning his skin a sickly gray, and his eyes sprang open, bloodshot and dark. A scream like glass breaking ripped from the monster’s mouth. Nenet covered her ears; it seemed like the sound would never end. The man’s mouth gaped, and the scream continued.

      “Enough,” Ata boomed.

      The man froze and then began to thrash, smashing his arms and legs down hard on the surface beneath him.

      “He’s going to hurt himself,” Nenet said, having to nearly shout over the racket to make herself heard.

      Ata pointed his crook at the man before he rolled off the table and the monster threw his hands into the air, completely lost in his rampant emotions. He continued to scream as he threw himself across the table, as if trying to break his body.

      Ata waved the crook in a figure eight and the dead man stopped, turned like a robot, and faced the wizard.

      “You know who you are to go after?” Ata asked.

      The man nodded, his eyes blank. He picked up the table in front of him as if suddenly overwhelmed by hot anger and threw it across the room, nearly hitting Nenet. As Ata had suspected, he was incredibly strong.

      “You are to bring Azure back here. Do I make myself clear?” Ata asked.

      Instead of answering, the monster grunted and flailed his arms over his head.

      “How is he going to do that?” Nenet asked.

      The man swiveled to face her with a crazed look in his eyes, then crouched and jerked his head back and forth like he was following an impossibly fast fly with his gaze.

      “Shhh,” Ata said, waving Nenet off. “No talking. He’s disoriented, and could erupt.”

      As Ata finished speaking the man sprang up like a frog jumping and ran toward the desks, picking one up and throwing it straight at Nenet. She reacted immediately, using her enhanced speed to dart out of the way. She also shielded herself. The man already had picked up another desk to throw at her. It was like he was tossing pebbles rather than large pieces of furniture.

      “Stop,” Ata said, holding up a hand to the man. He froze, still holding another desk over his head. His dark eyes blinked at Ata, and then he looked blankly at Nenet. He let go of the desk, which smashed into the top of his head before sliding behind him to hit the floor. Unfazed, the monster grunted, spit flying from his mouth.

      “No more,” Ata commanded. “Now go.” He pointed an authoritative finger at the exit.

      The monster looked suddenly sad, as if he didn’t want to part from his creator. He dropped his chin and sluggishly moved around the desk toward the exit. Several times he looked longingly back at Ata, and after one final look he went out the door and disappeared.

      Ata let out a heavy breath before facing Nenet. She didn’t look scared, but she was definitely unnerved. “A zombie’s bite makes its victim pass out,” he said, answering her question from before.

      “And once he bites her he can bring her back here?” Nenet said.

      Ata nodded. “Where Cordelia and Hamilton will turn her.”

      They both stared at the door through which the zombie had exited, and a chill ran down Ata’s spine. He’d used a forbidden spell, one his people had outlawed centuries ago, and there was a zombie prowling the streets of New Egypt because of him.
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      The baking heat of the desert diminished considerably when the group descended into the Sphinx. Since Laurel couldn’t enter the structure due to her lack of magic, Manx and Finswick stayed back as well. They’d agreed to this arrangement too fast, which had instantly made Azure suspicious. However, she needed to leave for the Mountain of Truth soon, so she didn’t stay to question the felines. Manx now took that form most of the time when he was with Laurel and Finswick.

      “Just a bunch of cats hanging out on a fence,” Manx had caroled at Azure’s back as she left them.

      Unlike the first time they had entered the Sphinx, this time the three didn’t hesitate. They bustled through the false door that appeared to be a solid wall into the giant atrium. However, much like the first time they’d entered the New Egyptians’ headquarters, most in the room had turned to stare at the blue-haired witch and her companions. Azure suspected they looked as strange to this clan as the New Egyptians did to her, with their tattoos and white robes. She stuck out like a sore thumb in her red robes. She had managed to conjure up a pair of jeans and a T-shirt for the upcoming journey, though. Gran was going to have a fit when Azure showed up wearing casual clothes. She grinned to herself, relishing the opportunity to be defiant.

      The witches and wizards wading in the large fountain stole Azure’s attention, but then she noticed something swaying at the back of the giant room. She started forward, but something held her back.

      She gazed at the fingers wrapped around her arm. Ever was staring at the serpent that swayed behind the tall pillars as sunlight streamed onto it from overhead. Around the reptile were several witches and wizards, all of them kneeling with their heads bowed to the stone floor. The yellow snake was easily twenty feet tall, and its cobra-like head was four or five feet wide. A forked tongue flickered from its mouth as the snake hissed.

      “That’s dark magic,” Ever said, his grip tightening on Azure’s arm.

      “I agree,” Monet said, his face tense.

      “Dark times call for dark measures,” a voice called from the floor. Azure directed her attention to Cleo, who was Chibale’s familiar. The sleek black cat was wearing the golden snake jewelry around its neck, just as she had when they first met her. Azure suddenly found it strange that Laurel and Finswick couldn’t enter the Sphinx because they couldn’t directly do magic, but Cleo could. There must have been an exception set up.

      “Is that actually…” Azure pointed at the snake, which gave her chills even from this distance.

      “Yes,” Cleo answered, looking over her shoulder. “It’s a wizard whom Chibale enchanted with shifting abilities.” As Cleo spoke the serpent shrank and morphed into a man wearing the same robes as the rest. Also like them, his hands, arms, and legs were covered in tattoos.

      “But that kind of shapeshifting would involve sacrifice,” Monet stated, sounding offended. As well he should: it was a highly offensive topic, and a brand of magic that Virgo had outlawed long ago.

      “Yes, and vampires are incredibly fearful of the cobra,” Cleo stated matter-of-factly.

      “Take us to the king,” Azure demanded. “We have business to discuss with him.”

      Cleo eyed the queen, an entitled elegance in the cat’s gaze. “Very well. Follow me,” she finally said, strolling toward a nearby hallway.

      They took the same path to the king’s quarters as they had before and soon came to the round room where statues of the Egyptian god Anubis ringed the space. The figures were caryatids, and they held up the intricate crown molding that graced the room. The ceiling was a dome, and had been painted to look like a cloudy blue sky. In the middle of the room stood a throne covered in Egyptian hieroglyphs. On the throne, as if waiting for them, sat Chibale. His hands gripped the arms, and his eyes narrowed as Azure approached. She got the distinct impression that he was peeved about something.

      Nefertiti stood on his right, her expression at first full of contempt. It began to shift as Azure drew closer.

      “You found a tear,” Chibale said, his tone disapproving.

      So that was what this was about. The king had no idea. He thought he could punish Azure for acting alone, but he was about to get his tattooed ass handed to him.

      “I did,” Azure said, halting a few feet from Chibale. Monet and Ever flanked her.

      “And went through,” Chibale said. “I believe the agreement was—”

      “There was no agreement,” Azure interrupted. “I was asked to find a tear. When I did, I went through it. It took me to the Sphinx on Earth.”

      Chibale nodded. “Naturally. They are portals between the sister cities.”

      “I found a page from the Book of the Dead,” Azure said.

      Disbelief jumped to Chibale’s face. “You didn’t! Hand it over.”

      Azure looked at Monet, and he gave a minute nod to reassure her. “I don’t think so, King Chibale.”

      A deep line creased the space between Chibale’s eyes and he gripped the lion’s paws that terminated the arms of the throne. “How dare you? We have helped you. Given your friends refuge from the night. Who do you think you are, to deny us our ancient text?”

      “I’m the one who can see the tears between New Egypt and Earth,” Azure said calmly.

      Cleo hissed loudly, looking up at Azure in defiance.

      “Oh, quiet down, little kitty,” Monet said, shaking his head at the cat.

      “Your disobedience will be punished,” Chibale said, withdrawing his flail from his robes. He swirled it and the dog-headed statues around the room came alive, moving their limbs robotically.

      Ever and Monet whipped around to face the stone guards headed toward them and Monet pointed his wand at the closest one, shooting a ray of blue light at it. The Anubis replica moved his staff down to intercept the ray. Ever was similarly defending against the statues thundering toward them.

      Azure ignored them and stared coldly at Chibale. “How did you become king?”

      His nostrils flared, and he shook his head roughly at her. “I’m the most powerful wizard in this coven. That’s how queens and kings are chosen.”

      “But you are the most powerful wizard now only because you put a spell on Ata so he got lost in the desert,” Azure accused.

      “That is unacceptable. You can’t make allegations about our king,” Nefertiti said, but she didn’t look offended so much as confused.

      “These aren’t allegations,” Azure said. “These are facts. I was abducted by the vampires and brought back to New Egypt. It was there that I learned why the vampires have been so successful. They have a wizard working for them—against his will, of course.”

      Nefertiti spun to face Chibale. “This is so ridiculous. King Chibale, you shouldn’t have to put up with this disrespect from an outsider.”

      Ever smashed one of the statues to dust beside Azure with a spell. Monet had bewitched one of them to do his bidding, and it turned on the others.

      Chibale’s mouth remained in a flat line. His eyes were dancing with fire, but there was nothing for him to say. Azure knew what only he and Ata had known: that Chibale had cursed his twin brother in order to steal his throne.

      “Nefertiti, you shouldn’t call him ‘king’ while the true one is enslaved,” Azure said, her anger overwhelming her. She was an outsider in this affair, but because of that she was nonpartisan. She only wanted justice.

      Nefertiti pulled her crook from her robes. “I’ll make you pay for saying such a thing.”

      Azure reacted faster. She reached into her own robes and held Nenet’s flail at the ready before Nefertiti could fire off a curse. The young witch froze, her large eyes pinned to the magical instrument in Azure’s hand.

      Ever had demolished all the Anubises on his side, but Monet was enjoying watching the two remaining statues wrestle. The one he had enchanted had the other in a headlock.

      “I promise you that I have been with the vampires. It’s because of Nenet that I was able to escape,” Azure said, striding forward and handing the flail to the stunned witch. “She wanted you to have this. She said your crook will be more powerful if the two are together.”

      Nefertiti was incapable of speech for a moment. Her eyes welled with tears and her hand shook when she reached out and took the flail. “I never thought I’d feel the bond of our weapons again, but when you entered it returned. Ever so lightly, but still, it was there.”

      Azure nodded. “Yes, Nenet said the power you shared was diminished, but with her flail your crook would be stronger.”

      “You really saw her?” Nefertiti asked.

      “Yes,” Azure said, her eyes sliding to Chibale, who looked like the statues that had been stationed around the room with his expression frozen into quiet hostility. “I saw both your twins.”

      “You don’t understand,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Ata was really there?” Nefertiti asked. “He’s not dead?”

      Azure shook her head as Monet and Ever resumed their places beside her, having defeated all the statues. “He’s alive, but he’s the prisoner of two founder vampires, Cordelia and Hamilton.

      “The ones who turned Nenet?” Nefertiti asked.

      “That’s right,” Azure said. “And Ata is powerless. He’s their magical slave, forced to do all that they ask.”

      Nefertiti whipped around to face Chibale. “Did you do what she said? Did you curse Ata?”

      Chibale looked down at Cleo, who was perched beside his throne, and then at the broken statues. “You wouldn’t understand, Nefertiti. The throne has been fought over for centuries. Ata knew his time would come, just as mine will one day. Holding this position means you must always be on high alert, and he let his guard down. The supreme king doesn’t allow himself to be cursed or overthrown.”

      Nefertiti’s hands vibrated as she threw them overhead, crook and flail clutched tightly. “Ata would never have done something like this to you. He took the throne when your father passed. Even though he could have proven his power before, he waited until your father, our king, had died. You are a cruel, cruel man, Chibale.”

      Nefertiti, eyes full of tears, sped from the room, her feet urgently kicking off the stone.

      “I hope you’re happy now,” Chibale said, his tone cool and lifeless.

      “You got yourself into this mess on your own,” Monet said, adding his bit to the conversation.

      “None of you can understand the sacrifices I’ve had to make,” Chibale said. “That is the way of the New Egyptians. Ata was not willing to be proactive in defending our people, so I did what was best for our coven.”

      “You did what was best for your ego,” Ever said, with a tone in his voice that made Azure proud.

      “And now you’re using sacrificial spells,” Azure said. “I’m fairly certain that the council will not approve.”

      Chibale jumped off the throne, his eyes bursting with anger. “The council members don’t have vampires strolling the streets of their villages.”

      “If you had informed the council they could have helped,” Azure said.

      “They’d have quarantined us, and you know it,” Chibale said. “No one would be able to enter or exit New Egypt. It would be our end.”

      “You don’t know that, because you’ve stuck your head in the sand and deluded yourself into thinking that betraying your brother and using illegal practices is warranted,” Azure said. She pointed to herself. “But know this, Chibale: no matter what you do, I won’t turn my back on you. My cabinet isn’t going to desert you.” She gestured to Monet and Ever.

      Chibale seemed to shrink a little, and his shoulders sagged. “I don’t see why not. Who wouldn’t run from this? We’re a cursed land with vampirism spreading across it, and since they have Ata, we have no chance of defeating them.”

      “If you give up, New Egypt is doomed,” Azure said. “I can help, but if you as king stop leading your people then they will fall victim to these monsters.”

      “I’m not the king, and you know it,” Chibale said, having shifted in demeanor considerably. He had been deluding himself with untruths, but being confronted with his brother’s abduction was making him wake up.

      “You are not the true king, Chibale,” Azure agreed, “but right now you’re all this coven has. Lead them and protect them as your brother would.”

      Azure, realizing it was getting late and they needed to get on the road soon, turned for the exit. She’d done what she’d come for.

      “Where are you going? What are you going to do?” Chibale asked.

      Azure turned back, allowing a small excited smile to show. “I’m going to try to stop the vampires.”

      “How?” Chibale asked, taking a step in her direction, his eyes brimming with remorse.

      “Do you think you can decipher the page from the Book of the Dead?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Not quickly, we can’t. It took ages to decode the book.”

      “I figured as much. I’m taking the page to a gnome who might be able to help,” Azure said, clearing her throat. “I’m also seeking the counsel of the great Mage Lenore, and I’m going to try and secure the bat population in Lancothy before the founders do.”

      “’Cause that’s how we roll. Overachievers, we are,” Monet said.

      Chibale stared around the destroyed room and then back at Azure. “You and your cabinet are very skilled and brave, and New Egypt will owe you a great debt when this is all over. I’ll ensure that the king remembers to pay that debt.”

      “But first we must free him,” Azure reminded him, and left.
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      “And then I was like, hey, quit hitting yourself. Quit hitting yourself.” Monet laughed, explaining how he’d made the statue knock itself in the face. “Then I had the statue I was controlling give the other one a wet willy. I think the idea was lost on those dry pieces of rock, though.”

      Ever laughed. “Yeah, let’s hope we didn’t just destroy ancient artifacts.”

      The three were strolling down the road next to their hotel, where the carriage was presently parked. The cobbled streets were thick with people, most hoping to get their shopping done before nightfall.

      The vampire epidemic was now common knowledge. Many of the carts they passed were selling pouches of lizard ashes, hawk feathers fashioned into talismans, and falcon claws, which were items supposed to repel bats and vampires. All of them were hoaxes, meant solely to make innocent people shell out their money.

      Many of the passersby had owls in cages, purchases they’d made hoping the animals would kill any bats that approached them before they melded with their magic.

      “This is scary,” Azure said. She paused in the middle of the lane and watched the subtle cues of chaos breaking out around the city as the residents’ fear mounted higher.

      Ever rubbed his hands on his jeans and nodded in agreement. He moved closer to Azure, constantly scanning the crowd.

      “Yeah, that paisley shawl totally doesn’t match that woman’s ugly argyle socks,” Monet said, pointing at an old woman who was hobbling through the crowd. “Seriously, argyle and paisley? What was that witch thinking?”

      Azure followed his finger and a jolt hit her in the chest. She recognized that woman! Was it possible?

      “Come on,” Azure said, bolting forward. “We have to follow her.”

      “I don’t think her wardrobe warrants an intervention. I was just saying it was an eyesore,” Monet said.

      Azure pushed through the crowd, trying to keep her eyes on the shawl as it moved away. “That’s the woman who gave me this necklace.”

      The woman was about to bump into a brick wall. Azure, with Ever and Monet on her heels, picked up speed, bumping hard into people as she traversed the crowd. Most were headed in the opposite direction, which slowed their progress.

      Suddenly the brick wall shifted, and a canopy sprouted over a door. The sign above the shop read Myrtle’s Collectibles. The old woman pushed through the door and was gone. They were only five yards away, but the door was disappearing like it had done the first time. Azure slammed hard into a tall wizard and pushed to get around him.

      “Excuse me. Sorry. Coming through,” she said, feeling awful for her impoliteness.

      “She’s so damn pushy,” Monet said behind her, and laughed.

      The shop was just ahead, but was quickly fading. The canopy had all but disappeared, and the sign now read My  le s Co  ect   es.

      “Come on!” Azure yelled and dove for the door handle. She had her fingers on it just as it disappeared completely but she still felt the warm metal in her hands, so she pushed down on the handle and swung the door open.
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      The old witch spun around when the bell chimed over the door. She’d just lowered the shawl to reveal her black hair, which was streaked with gray. Her black eyes stared at the three with stubborn petulance as they clambered into the shop.

      “We’re closed,” the woman said, bustling around the counter.

      Ignoring the woman, Azure strode to the glass counter. It was filled with odd trinkets and potion bottles, and there was a case on the wall that held shrunken gnome heads. Azure was immediately grateful that Gillian wasn’t with them now.

      “You’re the one who gave me this necklace.” She held up the ruby in her fingers for the woman to see.

      Myrtle squinted at the necklace and pursed her lips. “You have me confused with someone else. My face is like that—easy to confuse with others.”

      The old witch had said that before, but there was no way she could be mixed up with someone else. Her tattoos ended at the base of her chin, but spread over her neck and chest and arms.

      “I just want to know why you gave me the necklace. Was there a specific reason?” Azure pressed.

      The woman pulled a lizard from her robes and set him in a small box lined with velvet. “I realize I can’t trick her, thank you very much. It was worth a try,” she said to the lizard before looking up at Azure. “Technically I didn’t give it to you. I just handed it off to you.”

      “It came from Mage Lenore, though, right?” Azure insisted. “She’s your cousin, you said.”

      Mage Lenore looked nothing like this woman. Maybe they were distant cousins twice-removed.

      “Hey, Az, check this out,” Monet said from the other side of the shop. He had a silver lamp in his hands that was very similar to the one she’d found.

      “What have I told you about touching things when we’re in public?” Azure admonished, striding over to him.

      “So you don’t think I should lick it then?” Monet asked, sticking out his tongue and holding the lamp dangerously close to his mouth.

      “I use a polish that is poisonous, and there is no antidotal potion. Go ahead,” Myrtle encouraged matter-of-factly.

      “I’m good. I know the Potions Master from Virgo. He’s sublimely talented,” Monet said.

      “That’s funny,” Myrtle said, not laughing. “I heard he was dead. Something about not being able to keep his mouth shut.”

      “Ha-ha, crazy old woman,” Monet said, closing one eye and peering into the spout of the lamp. “You think there’s a genie in here? Maybe you should rub it, and then you’ll have two genies.”

      “I’m certain it’s not the same—”

      “Did you just say two genies?” The old witch was suddenly right next to Azure, head even with her shoulder. Azure looked down at the woman, trying to find room to step away from her in the cramped store.

      “Weren’t you just over there?” Monet asked.

      “Hogwash,” the woman said, waving him off and turning to Azure. “Do you have a genie’s lamp?”

      Azure felt quite sandwiched, with the witch nearly on top of her and Ever at her back. He’d hurried over as soon as the witch had appeared out of thin air.

      “I do,” she said and reached into her robes, pulling out the lamp she carried with her everywhere for security reasons.

      “Is there a genie in there?” the witch asked. She shot her eyes to the counter where the lizard sat. “I’m well aware of what she’s going to say, but I need her to say it.”

      “Uhhhh… Yes, there’s a genie in my lamp.” Azure turned the lamp around and whispered into the spout, “Can you join us out here, Bob?”

      From the lamp a booming voice called, “I’m in the shower, so no.”

      “Bob, when I ask for your presence you’re to obey,” Azure said.

      “Is that a wish you’re making?” Bob asked. “Because you only have one left before I don’t have to look at your ugly face anymore.”

      Azure lowered the lamp and looked at the witch. “Bob is a bit of a special genie. We’re working on his murderous tendencies and verbal abuse.”

      “Can you really blame him?” Myrtle asked. “All genies are like that. They are enslaved beings who suffer imprisonment and isolation.” The witch spun around and threw up her hand, and the box where the lizard sat flipped upside down so that the lizard was now trapped under the box. “That’s nothing like my situation. You mind your tongue!”

      “Is he okay?” Monet asked, pointing to the upside-down box. A second later the lizard’s head peeked out from under the box.

      “I’m fine,” he chirped. “It’s a game Myrtle and I play. I spout truths, and she retaliates with anger and verbal abuse—about like the genie.”

      “A talking lizard,” Monet said, sliding his eyes to Azure. “That’s totally normal.”

      “You speak to a cat every day,” she said.

      “I would prefer not to speak to the cat, but when I ignore him he pees in my shoes,” Monet said.

      Azure shook her head, giggling about Monet’s ongoing battle with Finswick. She held the lamp up again and said, “Bob, will you please join us out here?”

      “If this isn’t an emergency, I’d prefer not to. I’m in the middle of reading a book about an assassin. He’s just about to kill his boss, and—”

      “Bob!” Azure yelled into the spout.

      The smoke shot straight out of the spout toward the ceiling. When Bob appeared his hands were over his ears, making his bushy armpits visible. As usual he was shirtless, but covered in hair. The bristling mustache he sported covered his expression well. “You didn’t have to yell. That echoes horribly in there.” He shook his head as if his ears were ringing.

      “I was under the impression that you had to follow my direct orders,” Azure said.

      Bob floated up and down, both his arms and legs crossed. “In the Genie Bylaws it’s more of a guideline. We can chalk up most of our insubordination to bad hearing, miscommunications or Insta being in retrograde. That damn planet will screw up a whole host of conversations, so I usually take those days off.”

      “He’s amazing,” Myrtle said, staring wide-eyed at the genie.

      “He’s a pain in the ass,” Monet said, picking up another genie-type lamp that sat on the shelf.

      “And there’s nothing wrong with your hearing,” Ever said, resting his hands on his hips.

      “Huh? What did you say?” Bob asked.

      “So these lamps here…they don’t have genies in them?” Azure asked Myrtle.

      “Oh, no. I received them after the genie had long been liberated,” Myrtle said.

      “Liberated?” Azure and Bob repeated in unison.

      “Jinx.” Monet laughed.

      Azure waved him off and opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Yes, dear Azure, that’s how jinxes work,” Monet said, looking satisfied.

      Bob’s mouth was moving quickly, but there was no sound there either.

      “Oh, peace! It has finally arrived.” Monet sighed.

      Ever laughed, but quickly covered it after receiving a scornful look from Azure. “Why don’t you let this one go and jinx Azure later. Maybe when she’s sleeping, so she doesn’t wake us all up snoring.”

      Azure’s lips popped open and she mouthed the words, “I don’t either.”

      “Sure you don’t, and it isn’t so loud that you wake us up on the other side of the carriage,” Ever teased.

      “That’s Finswick, if I’m being honest,” Monet said. “But yes, I’ll withdraw my jinx just this once. Azure Azure Azure. Bob Bob Bob.”

      Bob, who hadn’t stopped talking since being jinxed, said, “Simultaneously, I’ll have these pirates called the ‘Kezza’ or ‘Kazza’ or something like that pillage the carriage so that your murder won’t be connected to me. And then…” The genie’s voice trailed away when he realized that he was speaking aloud and all eyes were on him.

      “Wow, you’re one fucked-up genie,” Monet said.

      “Premeditation makes the sentence worse by council law,” Ever said.

      Bob’s head sank and he pretended to snore loudly, as if he had instantly fallen asleep.

      Azure looked around. “Where did Myrtle go?” The old witch had been claustrophobically close, but now she was gone.

      Monet made his way over to the counter. He lifted the box to find the lizard still there, curled up and sleeping. The reptile opened one eye and peered up at the wizard.

      “Where did the crazy old witch go?” Monet asked.

      “She prefers to be called ‘eccentric,’” the lizard said, yawning. “She’s in the back. Myrtle likes to disappear.”

      “Crazy and eccentric old witch, where are you?” Monet called.

      Azure joined Monet at the counter as the witch appeared on the other side. “Is that the disappearing and reappearing trick you use?” she asked Monet.

      Myrtle’s left eye twitched, making her cheek jerk strangely. “He can’t do this.”

      “But I’ve seen him do it,” Azure said.

      “As have I,” Ever said, beside them now.

      The old witch shook her head. “No, only those with House of Torrance lineage can disappear and relocate.”

      Azure turned slowly, giving Monet a stunned look. His face accurately reflected his disbelief. “Is there something you want to tell me, Monet Torrance?”

      He gulped. “I don’t know anything. You know that.”

      “You’re a Torrance? But you come from Virgo!” Myrtle exclaimed.

      “My mother was from Virgo. She brought me there after my father’s disappearance. Can you tell me anything about him?” Monet’s question came at lightning speed. He’d always been curious about his father, Azure knew, but he also wasn’t one to dwell. And after his mother died, he’d had enough to deal with.

      Myrtle shook her head roughly before jerking her eyes down to where the lizard sat. “Silence, or you’ll find yourself in my stew tonight.”

      “Please, if you know something about Monet’s fath—”

      “I don’t know anything,” the witch said and then cleared her throat. “I’m guessing that you want to know how to liberate your genie.”

      “Finally we’re talking about something important,” Bob said, swirling through the air to land right next to the witch, who was clearly hiding something. “Go on, then. Tell me how I can be freed. Do I have to gut my master? Behead her? Poison her? I’m prepared to do whatever it takes.”

      “Shut up, Bob, or I won’t help you,” Azure said.

      “That’s not true,” Bob said. “You’re a good witch, and do impractical things all the time to help others. It’s a real shortcoming.”

      Azure rolled her eyes. “Myrtle, will you please just tell us how to free Bob? He’s a real pain in the ass, and I can’t imagine punishing another with his service.”

      The witch stared down at the lizard, probably having a silent conversation with him. She finally nodded and said, “Yes, I’ll tell you how to free the genie, but first you have to do something for me.”

      “Of course,” Monet said, throwing his hands into the air.

      “You are going to Lancothy, and there you will find—”

      “How did you know that?” Ever asked, cutting her off.

      The witch regarded the Light Elf with an impatient stare before saying, “If you bring me back a scale from a weredragon, I will tell you how to free Zingamobobfren.”

      “Zingamobobfren?” Azure asked, nearly laughing. “That’s your full name, Bob?”

      The genie cradled his head in hands, gripping his turban. “No! Now they know and will make fun of me.”

      “’Zingamobobfren’ is a much better name than ‘Bob’ for a genie,” Ever said.

      “I agree. I think I’ll call you ‘Zingy,’” Monet said.

      “My name is Bob,” the genie said. His face was red when he looked up from his hands.

      “Okay, Myrtle, we’ll bring you a weredragon’s scale,” Azure said, thinking she’d just signed up for an impossible task. How was she going to do that?

      The witch regarded the crystal ball on the counter and shook her head. “The odds are against you, but give it your best shot. It’s important that you don’t use your last remaining wish, or Zingamobobfren will move on and your chance to free him will be lost.”

      “Okay, don’t use the wish. Got it,” Azure said, turning to look out the shop window. They needed to get going.

      “Oh, and one more thing…” Myrtle said.

      “Let me guess. We’re all going to die?” Monet asked, singing the question a bit.

      Myrtle shook her head. “No. I’m pretty sure that you, Monet Torrance, go on to invent the elixir of life.” She turned her dark eyes on Azure and grabbed her hand. The woman’s bony fingers were icy cold and hard, but Azure didn’t pull away. “Tell my dear cousin she’s chosen well.”
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      Obviously Azure wanted to know what Myrtle had meant when she said that Mage Lenore had chosen well, but the crazy-ass witch disappeared and they all felt pushed to the exit. As soon as they opened the door they were tossed into the street by an invisible force, and Myrtle’s Collectibles disappeared.

      Azure found herself pacing back and forth in the carriage as it rode through the streets of New Egypt. How was she going to get a dragon scale? Was it worth potentially offending a weredragon to free Bob? He was an ungrateful asswit who got her in more trouble than he prevented. Well, besides helping her escape from the vampires—but he had also almost gotten her caught.

      Getting a scale from a weredragon would be difficult or Myrtle would have just gotten it herself, Azure assumed. There were so many questions running through her mind, like Monet’s…

      He was on the other side of the carriage teaching Laurel how to play the card game Elements. Someone should probably warn the werecat that Monet cheated, and she was probably going to get soaking wet or scorched. Azure smiled a little when she spied Manx in raven form sitting on the sideboard, peeping at Monet’s cards from behind his back. The pooka flapped his wings and flew up, and when he was over the table he landed and changed into a bunny, then hopped over and settled down next to Laurel’s elbow. The whole lot were just a bunch of cheaters.

      Azure stumbled when the carriage took flight and fell hard into Ever, who was standing next to the grand piano. He caught her and kept her from falling to the floor and she secured her balance by holding onto the piano, but it was a challenge while the carriage was gaining speed and elevation.

      “Hold on,” Ever said, gripping her shoulders tightly. “You know, you really should sit down for a takeoff, unless you’re a flight attendant and used to sudden altitude changes.”

      Azure pressed her back into the piano and looked up at Ever in confusion. “What’s a ‘flight attendant?’”

      He smiled at her ignorance. “I’ll take you on a plane ride on Earth sometime and show you firsthand.”

      “You keep promising to take me on all these adventures on Earth. When are we going to have the time?” she asked.

      His face was full of amusement. “I assume we’ll have time. I plan on living a long time and I’m guessing that my life will be spent protecting yours, so you can join me on all the adventures.”

      Azure choked on a sip of air, now realizing how close Ever was to her. Since the embrace the night she’d escaped from Cordelia and Hamilton she’d been much more sensitive to their dynamic, which had shifted—or maybe her understanding had. She didn’t look at Ever the same way she looked at Monet, and he didn’t look at her as a friend either. There was longing in Ever’s stare, a strange poetic look that she’d never seen when anyone looked at her. Most had reverence for her as queen, but this was different. This was something she didn’t understand.

      The carriage leveled out and Azure worked her jaw back and forth to pop her ears. Flying definitely took some getting used to. Feeling unbalanced, she found herself pushing away from Ever, but realized that there was nowhere to go with the giant piano at her back. Wait, where had it come from?

      “Has this piano always been here?” Azure asked, turning to face the sleek black instrument. She ran her hand over the top, enjoying its smoothness.

      Ever shook his head. “Oak added it when he created yours and Laurel’s bedroom. He said that the guys didn’t deserve their own sleeping quarters, but we could have something that made us more refined.”

      Azure laughed. “He’s trying to culture you to subdue your boyish ways.”

      Ever joined in, laughing too. “What’s strange is that I play the piano. I have since I was a child.”

      “Why is that strange?” Azure asked.

      “Because when I proudly informed Oak that I was refined enough to know how to play Frederic Chopin’s Scherzo Number 2 Opus 31, he nodded and said he was well aware.”

      “He’s a very interesting man,” Azure mused, thinking of the strange carriage. Then, as if her memory was finally catching up with her, she turned abruptly to Ever. “Did you say you play the piano? Is this Chopin piece from Earth?”

      Ever nodded, a lopsided grin on his face. It produced a small dimple on his left cheek which she’d never noticed before. “It’s one of the most famous pieces, and if I do say so myself, incredibly challenging to play.”

      “Well then, I must hear it,” Azure said, pushing him toward the piano bench. He pushed back into her, not taking the seat.

      “I’m not so sure I’m in the mood to play that just now,” he said, and motioned to the bench. “Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll teach you some things?”

      Azure had never learned to play a musical instrument. Her hours had been spent in art, history, literature, and practical magic lessons. Her mother had always said that a queen must know where they’d been in order to know where to lead the people, so her education had heavily involved history and learning the laws of the kingdom.

      She shrugged and remained standing. “I’m not really the musical type.”

      Ever frowned and tapped a few of the keys, his fingers gliding across them effortlessly. “Oh, that’s not true. We’re all musical. You just have to know the notes to play.”

      He rhythmically ran his fingers over the white and black keys, producing a beautiful melody.

      “Keep that racket down,” yelled Monet. “I’m trying to hear these two, since they are whispering.” He swept his hand toward Laurel and Manx. The cats had stayed back while they went into the Sphinx, and seemed to have achieved a bonding of sorts.

      Ever pulled his hand from the piano with a playful grin on his face. “Maybe another time, then,” he said to Azure.

      “If I catch you two cheating I’ll have the queen behead you,” Monet threatened.

      “What do you make of the Torrance business?” Azure asked, gazing across the room at Monet.

      Ever glanced over his shoulder briefly before turning back around. “I’m not certain. I suppose he’s related to a powerful lineage of witches and wizards. Maybe even Mage Lenore, since she’s cousin to Myrtle.”

      Azure sighed. “I wonder if the old witch will tell us anything?”

      “Perhaps,” Ever said, his eyes low. He was clearly thinking.

      “’Perhaps.’” Azure repeated his word with a different inflection. “I like that word. ‘Perhaps.’” She smiled inwardly.

      “It does have a nice sound,” Ever agreed.

      “I like words. The sounds they make, and the things they mean,” Azure said.

      “’That only led to a lonely life accompanied by the last words of the already dead, so I came here looking for a Great Perhaps, for real friends and a more-than-minor life,’” Ever recited from memory.

      “That’s a beautiful string of words,” she said, liking everything about that sentence.

      “It was written by an author on Earth named John Green. He writes like we breathe,” Ever said.

      “Effortlessly?” Azure guessed.

      Ever nodded. “Yes, and with a rhythm to keep your heart beating.”

      Azure felt she’d just fallen into a conversation that she never wanted to end. It, like the words of this John Green, was effortless, and just as fulfilling as breathing. “I had no idea you were a renaissance man who played the piano and was well versed in Earth literature.”

      Ever leaned in and spoke from the corner of his mouth. “I’m also well versed on literature from Oriceran, but I don’t mean to brag.”

      Azure reached out and playfully slapped his arm. “You do too.”

      Finswick jumped onto the surface of the piano and strolled over to them. “I hope I’m interrupting. I have an idea for you.”

      Azure slid her gaze to her black and white familiar, who was licking his paw and looking at her with his usual calm superiority. “I’m all ears.”

      “Bob told me you have to find a scale from a weredragon,” Finswick began.

      “Yes. I guess I’m going to have to ask one in Lancothy. Laurel said that there is an ancient family of them there,” Azure said.

      “Then she probably also informed you that they’ll scorch your hair off for such a request,” Finswick said, lowering his paw.

      “Yes, she said it was pretty much like someone asking me to shave a section of my head,” Azure said, feeling the doubt creep back over her thoughts.

      “And while you might look all right with a shaved head, I don’t think it’s worth being torched to secure Bob’s freedom,” Finswick said.

      From the lamp on the side table Bob spilled out into the room. “If the queen wants to endanger her life to save mine, that’s her business.”

      Finswick resumed cleaning himself with his paw. “You could use your last wish to ask for the protection of Virgo from threats and be done with this buffoon.”

      “Who you calling a monkey?” Bob asked, brandishing a fist at the cat.

      “’Buffoon,’ not ‘baboon,’” Finswick corrected.

      “Oh, well, I don’t get out much,” Bob said, throwing his hand in Azure’s direction. “I blame her. She never takes me anywhere and she never lets me do anything. She ruined my life.”

      Azure thought of reminding Bob that she hadn’t even known him very long, but what was the point? She rolled her eyes, catching the grin on Ever’s face.

      “Can I just say my life has gotten very colorful since meeting you and your cast of characters?” Ever said.

      “You’re one of these circus freaks, so just keep that in mind,” Azure responded.

      “And per Section Twelve, Sub-point Q of the Genie Bylaws, I’m unable to offer forever protection to a land,” Bob said matter-of-factly.

      “Useless,” Finswick said. “He’s absolutely useless.”

      Azure shook her head. “He has helped. And regardless, no one deserves to be trapped in a lamp all their life.”

      “Which feels endless,” Bob complained, pretending to sob into his hands.

      “You are immortal, so…” Ever said.

      Finswick brought her back to the subject at hand. “Anyway, if you won’t listen to reason, then I have a solution for you.”

      “Yes, what is it?” Azure asked.

      “Oak appears to have a way with dragons. Have you thought about asking him for help?” Finswick asked.

      Azure tilted her head to the side. She hadn’t thought to ask Oak, but he did have four tame dragons. It was reasonable that he might know how to get a weredragon scale.

      “You’re a genius, Finswick!” Azure said, grabbing the cat and giving him a hug.

      “I’m the one who told the cat about my dilemma, because I knew there had to be a good solution,” Bob said, now blowing his nose on a handkerchief he’d grabbed from nowhere.

      Azure lifted her head from Finswick’s fur. “You’re a genius too, Bob.”

      “Genius.” Bob coughed. “The Genius Genie. I like the sound of that. I’m changing my name.”

      “Oh, hell no you’re not, Zingamobobfren,” yelled Monet from across the room.
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      The carriage began to descend an hour later. When they landed in a grassy clearing surrounded by lush trees and sprinkled with lavender, Oak informed the parties in the carriage that the dragons needed to rest before continuing the trek.

      “Flying to the Mountain of Truth is an exhausting trip for them because of the magic they have to break through,” he told Azure when she exited the carriage into the bright sunlight outside.

      “They will be able to find Mage Lenore’s house, won’t they?” Azure asked.

      Oak pulled his pointy hat off his head, pushing his bluish-silver hair out of his face. He looked like an old wizard with his long beard, but his eyes were full of youthful energy. “You’ve been to Mage Lenore’s house, isn’t that right?”

      Azure nodded as the rest of the group filed out of the carriage to stretch their legs. Manx flew to the tree line in raven form. “Don’t go too far,” Azure called.

      “I’m just going to catch a mouse for supper,” the pooka told her, and disappeared.

      Azure shivered in disgust.

      “Yes, mademoiselle,” Oak stated, withdrawing a pipe from his robe and lighting it with the tip of his knobby wand. “All one needs is to have visited Mage Lenore’s house once to be able to return, I do believe. I’ve never been there myself, but you have. That should be enough.”

      “That must be how Gran is getting there. She’s going with Gillian, who was with me,” Azure mused.

      “Your gran is an incredible woman who could get to Mage Lenore’s all on her own,” Oak said, puffing on the pipe.

      Azure smiled. Gran was by far the most incredible person she’d ever known, but she couldn’t tell the old woman that. She’d probably barf at the sentiment.

      “Oak, I have a question for you.” Azure stared at the Baltic Long-tooth dragons, which were stretched out in different places, fast asleep. Micky, the dragon who had defended Monet and Ever against Cordelia, lay closest, her spikey tail thumping the ground loudly.

      “Your tone suggests that you’re riddled with uncertainty regarding this question,” Oak said, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Well, I need something in order to free Bob from the lamp, but I don’t know how to get it,” Azure said. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t just ask him directly, but it felt like a conversation that deserved a bit of lead-up.

      Oak held out his hand. “Do you mind if we walk, mademoiselle? The dragons need to rest, and I need to exercise. We tend to need opposites. Such is the relationship of dragons and their master.”

      Azure nodded, since she wanted a chance to walk in nature as well. Being in New Egypt was nice, but she missed trees and plants. They strolled through the clearing, the long grass caressing Azure’s robe. “My question is actually regarding dragons.”

      “Yes, I figured as much.” Oak blew out a cloud of purple smoke. “Most come to me for my knowledge of dragons, but don’t underestimate this old wizard. I have been able to tame the legendary creatures because I’ve mastered many other things.”

      “I think that makes sense. You appear to be an incredibly wise wizard.”

      He turned to face her with a spark in his bluish-silver eyes. “Wisdom is one thing, but a wise man can still be a fool. I’ve mastered my own heart, which is one reason I’m talented enough to tame the dragons. These wickedly wonderful creatures trust me because I have proved myself to be true. It is a pure man who can tame a beast. It is the one who knows himself who can master others.”

      Azure didn’t know what to say to this. It sounded as though her education wouldn’t offer her anything unless she knew who she truly was. That was a strange concept for her to contemplate as such a young witch.

      “Of course, it all takes time,” Oak said, seemingly hearing her thoughts. “We cannot know our own heart without the experiences to learn its music.”

      Azure continued walking. For some reason the mention of music and hearts startled something deep in her bones.

      “Now, you have a question for me. Please, no pretenses, mademoiselle,” Oak said, striding next to her. The sun was shining overhead, but was quickly making its descent. Azure enjoyed the glow it sprinkled onto the grass and treetops.

      Azure explained what Myrtle needed to help her free Bob. When she was done, Oak took a long pull on his pipe, his eyes focused on nothing.

      “You’re right to be hesitant with your question,” Oak began. “You are a powerful and lovely queen, respected for your bravery as well as your compassion, but you stand no chance at all of securing a scale from a weredragon. It’s just not something they would offer to a person like you.”

      “Because I’m not one of them?” Azure asked.

      Oak thought on this for a moment, then shook his head. “No, it’s not a matter of being like them, but rather of relating to them. Could you imagine being neither human nor a dragon, being something in-between?”

      Azure shook her head. “I could not, but I can’t imagine what it’s like to be a genie either and yet I don’t think enslaving them is right. Empathy may not be my strong suit, but every day I must make choices for my people that are in their best interests. I can’t always relate to them, so I have to do what I feel is right in my own heart.”

      Oak smiled, and Azure realized how handsome he was. Under the beard he had a face with all the right angles. “I think you’re well on your way to mastering your own heart, talking like that.”

      “But it doesn’t matter. The weredragons won’t give me a scale, will they?” Azure asked.

      “I’m afraid they will not,” Oak said. “They would, however, give one to me.”

      Azure halted, turning at once to the old wizard. “They would? That would be great!”

      Oak held up his long-fingered hand. “Please contain yourself, mademoiselle. Although I will get a weredragon’s scale when we’re in Lancothy, I cannot give it to you.”

      “What?” Azure asked, unsure if she had misheard Oak. “You won’t give it to me?”

      “I won’t give it to you without receiving something in return,” Oak said.

      “Oh, well, that’s fair,” Azure said, hiccupping in her excitement. There was hope after all. “I can pay you whatever you want.”

      “Anyone could pay me,” Oak began. “I want something from you that you’re in a unique position to give. It’s incredibly powerful, and would benefit me a great deal.”

      “Okay, do you want to give me a riddle like most, or will you simply tell me what you want?” Azure asked teasingly.

      Oak smiled in return, that elegant handsomeness radiating from his features again. “Of course. What I want from you won’t be easy to obtain. It’s an emotion. A unique feeling.”

      “What you want me to give you is an emotion?”

      Oak nodded. “But I want you to bottle this emotion, in a way, although that’s not really possible. First you must figure out how to contain it, since it tends to be intangible. I’ve heard of a binding spell that when cast can contain certain emotions so their magic can be used.”

      “Do you mean like when we’re happy? There’s a way to ‘bottle’ that so it can be reused?” Azure asked, using air quotes.

      “Happiness is a very strong emotion, and if it was used in a potion or a spell it would have profound effects.”

      This made sense to Azure. “So I need to first figure out how to contain an emotion for magical repurposing, is that right?”

      “Correct,” Oak said. “But unfortunately this isn’t like potions work.”

      So Monet wouldn’t be able to help her. This was getting more complicated by the minute.

      “All right, I’ll figure it out. Someone has to know how to contain an emotion,” Azure said.

      “Certainly someone does, but you must find the right person for this emotion since it’s rare and quite fragile,” Oak told her.

      Azure stopped walking again, her face creasing with worry. “What emotion are you asking me to find and contain?”

      “Only one of the most incredible man has ever known. Mademoiselle, you must deliver me the emotion tied to true love.”
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      “Hold on tight. It’s going to be a bumpy ride the rest of the way,” Oak said, closing the door behind Azure. She stared at the wizard, watching him watch her through the window. She wasn’t sure why, but she constantly got the impression that he was more than he seemed. Finally she heeded his warning and took a seat at the couch.

      “Is Oak going to help you?” Ever asked as he sat down in the armchair next to her.

      “Yeah. He’s going to get me the dragon scale, but in return I must give him something impossible,” Azure stated, suddenly feeling sorry for herself—an emotion she wasn’t good at. She heard Gran’s words in her head: “We all have problems. No one has that market cornered.”

      “If the curious look on my face isn’t accurately communicating it, you’ve got my attention,” Ever said.

      Azure tried to smile, but it didn’t really reach her eyes. “He wants true love.”

      “Wow, talk about mixing business with pleasure,” Monet said, taking a seat on the couch, placing his bare feet next to Azure, and poking her with his toes. “Not to mention that he’s like a billion years older than you.”

      Azure sniffed, inching away from Monet’s feet. “Not from me. He just wants me to bottle the emotion of true love and give it to him. Then Myrtle gets what she wants, and Bob gets his freedom.”

      “Well, to do that you’re going to—”

      “Have to figure out how to contain an emotion with a spell,” Azure cut Ever off. She was irritable, and it was starting to bug her.

      “Well, yeah, but I meant that you’ll have to find true love,” Ever said

      Azure pulled her gaze from Ever’s, feeling exceptionally uncomfortable.

      “That’s easy. Once you have the containing spell, you can just use it when I open a bottle of centaur vodka,” Monet said. He lifted a bottle from the floor and uncorked it, then pressed the bottle to his mouth and took a long sip. “Ahhh, true love.” Monet wiped his hand over his wet lips.

      Azure held out her hand. “I don’t think I have the same attraction to this stuff, but go ahead and share.”

      Monet held it close to his chest before relinquishing it. “I’m running low. I only have a case left.”

      Azure nearly spit out her drink. “You’re down to a case? What, do you bathe in this stuff?”

      “Hell no.” Monet scoffed at her. “That would be disgusting. Now, ranch dressing…I’d totally take a bath in that. Mmmmm, with fries and pizza.” He looked at the ceiling dreamily, as if picturing himself taking a ranch bath while gorging on greasy food.

      The carriage lurched to the side and Azure nearly fell forward. Luckily—and grossly—Monet’s foot caught her. She gripped the side of the couch before the next lurch tossed her up to the ceiling.

      “Hey, don’t spill the stuff,” Monet said, pointing to the bottle bobbing in Azure’s hands. Centaur vodka came up out of the top and dripped over her hand, and she pressed it to her mouth to preserve it. Another jolt made a large dollop splash into her mouth. Monet pulled the bottle away from her, looking concerned that she was going to drown in his vodka, and also that she was going to drink it all.

      Purple-pinkish smoke blanketed the carriage suddenly and Laurel, who had sunk her claws into the couch opposite them, stared out the windows in alarm. “Is this normal?”

      “I’ve never flown here, but I think so,” Azure said, her teeth slamming together from the jolts.

      “I remember the haze that covered the mountain. I think that means we’re close,” Ever said.

      “We’re close,” Oak’s voice echoed through the carriage as if he were actually inside it rather than directing it from the front. “But we’re not going to make it through this magic without something.”

      Azure bolted upright. “What do you need?” And it better not be a rogue emotion, bottled and ready to be reused, she thought.

      “What did you use to find Mage Lenore the first time?” Oak asked. “It appears you’re going to need that this time too. The dragons can’t cross the magical barrier.”

      “The staff,” Azure said, trying to stand up but falling onto Ever, who gingerly caught her.

      “Staff. I’m on it,” Manx called, trotting to Azure’s bedroom in dog form.

      “Don’t eat it,” Azure yelled, trying to peel herself off Ever. The constant bumps and sharp turns made it difficult to do, though. Ever, realizing that Azure needed help, put his hands on her hips and supported her until she got her feet under her.

      Ever gave her a cautious look. “Are you good?”

      Azure smiled gratefully at him. He smelled of springtime, but she didn’t know why. It was like the sweetness of flowers and the freshness of new growth were mingled into one. “Yes, thank you.”

      Manx bounded toward her with the staff between his teeth. He stumbled a few times, but made it to her with the staff. Azure grabbed it from him, set it upright, and pushed it firmly down on the floor of the carriage. All at once the turbulence vanished and the purple-pinkish clouds disappeared, and the carriage smoothly descended.
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      Azure had to look out the carriage window to realize they had landed. It had been a super-smooth arrival, considering the bumpy ride. She steadied herself on the staff. She hadn’t thought of pulling it out to find Mage Lenore, and apparently neither had Oak. Now she wondered how Gran would find the house, even accompanied by Gillian who had already been there once.

      Through the window of the carriage Azure could tell that the grounds of Mage Lenore’s house looked much as they had as before. There was still the same overgrown garden bursting with fruits and vegetables, the same lopsided three-story house, and the Howling Willow, pristine and graceful.

      “What in the fuckity-fuck is that?” Monet asked, pointing at something through the large windows on the other side of the carriage. Azure squinted, not sure what she was seeing clearly.

      “Are those—”

      “Pegasi,” Ever finished.

      He was right. And beside the creatures stood three figures, and then there was…

      Azure sprang for the door and stumbled out of the carriage, and Oak caught her. He had just been about to open the door and help her down. There was an irritated look on his face, creating creases under his silvery eyes. “Pegasi. I wasn’t told those animals would be here.”

      “I didn’t know,” Azure said, pushing off him. She’d like to stop falling on everyone.

      “They annoy the dragons,” Oak said.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Azure said. “Is it because they have a rivalry with other winged creatures?”

      “No.” Oak scoffed this like it was a ridiculous notion. “It’s because Pegasi are flamboyant showoffs who shouldn’t be able to fly because their egos are so damn huge.”

      Azure laughed. Dragons didn’t like the winged horses because they were jealous of the pristine creatures. “Well, I think dragons are far more beautiful and majestic.”

      Oak bowed low to Azure. “Thank you, mademoiselle. Even so, I’ll keep the dragons as far from the pesky show ponies as possible.”

      Azure nodded before picking up her robes and running around the back of the carriage. From there she could see the three shimmering pink Pegasi, their wings folded against their bodies and their heads down, grazing. Azure’s heart leapt at the sight of a small old witch handing a bridle off to a tall wizard. She bounded forward, but slowed when she realized she was about to careen into Gran.

      “Gran! You made it!” Azure said, excited. “I was afraid Gillian wouldn’t be able to find the house.”

      Gran turned around, appraising Azure. She didn’t open her arms to her granddaughter, but did pinch her mouth together. The young queen wanted to believe that a sentimental emotion had just passed through the old witch’s heart, briefly showing on her face. “Azure, shall we discuss your clothes first or your lack of faith in my ability to find Mage Lenore?”

      Azure’s mouth fell open. “I just figured that Gillian—”

      “I didn’t need Gillian to find Mage Lenore’s home,” Gran said. “Now, what are you wearing?”

      “They’re called ‘jeans.’ They’re super-comfortable,” Azure said, pushing back her robe to show them off. “And this is a t-shirt. It’s lovely.”

      Gran shook her head. “Comfort is what you give to your people by leading, and they want a ruler who dresses like a leader.” Gran was wearing an elegant lavender silk robe adorned with rubies. A large tassel hung from the collar, where it was tied snuggly.

      “It’s good to see you too, Gran,” Azure said, curtsying to the queen mother. It didn’t matter that she was queen. If it hadn’t been for this woman and her daughter, Azure wouldn’t be the person she was and able to lead as she did.

      From the corner of her vision Azure noticed Gillian, who had just come around one of the flying horses. “It’s good to see you, Gillian.”

      The gnome sank into a low bow. “The pleasure is all mine, Your Majesty. I’m grateful that you’re all right.”

      “You’re going to break your back, little guy,” Monet said, sidling up next to Azure.

      “Monet Torrance, what have you spilled all down your front?” Gran asked him.

      He looked down and then burped. “Centaur vodka. I was trying to save it, but alas! I took a bath in it instead. Not as sticky as ranch dressing, I suspect.”

      Gran turned her attention to Reynolds, who was on the other side of her. “You see what I mean? It’s like he speaks a different language.”

      “Sari, you’re right. I didn’t understand a single word of it,” Reynolds said before stepping forward and taking Azure’s hand. “Queen Azure, your gran has allowed me to accompany her, and while in her company, I offer my protection as well as all of my knowledge and resources.”

      Azure was about to express her gratitude when Monet cut in. “Just so you know, she doesn’t need anything in your pants.”

      Reynolds laughed nervously. “Monet, I have no idea what you mean. I’m here to protect Virgo by protecting the queen mother. It’s been a long time since she’s ventured from the kingdom.”

      “Sure, sure,” Monet said, and then held up two fingers and pointed at his eyes and then at Reynolds, silently saying, “I’m watching you.”

      “And there’s the rest of your ragtag crew,” Gran said, waving at Ever, Manx, Laurel, and Finswick as they approached. She turned to Gillian. “I think it’s time we showed them our little surprise, don’t you?”

      Gillian nodded. “Yes, I agree.”

      “Surprise? What surprise?” Azure asked, suddenly alarmed.

      “Well, it’s about Blisters,” Gran began. “We weren’t going to bring him, but…”

      A small unicorn with rainbow hair flew around the farthest Pegasus with a giant smile on his lopsided face. Blisters swerved, then slewed sideways. His hooves scrambled in the air as he dropped straight down to fall on his side.

      “That was unexpected,” Monet said, suppressing a laugh.

      Azure sprinted forward to help Blisters up. “You have wings! When did this happen?”

      Blisters stood, shaking his head and turning around to admire his white wings, circling four times before Azure stopped him. His eyes rolled around from dizziness as he said in a squeaky voice, “Can you believe it? I woke up at half past noon and felt awfully achy.” Blisters was talking so fast he wasn’t pausing to breathe. “I thought it was from sleeping in Monet’s bed, which is the only place I feel comfortable when you all are gone. I went to brush my teeth, and you should have seen my face when I looked in the mirror. Well, you know I dropped Monet’s toothbrush right away, and I screamed. Let me reenact the moment for you. It went like this—”

      Azure placed her finger to Blisters’ mouth, silencing him. “This is wonderful news, Blisters. You can fly!”

      “I guess we’re not addressing the runt’s trespassing into my personal space?” Monet asked.

      “We decided to bring him along, although we would have been here significantly faster if we hadn’t,” Gran said, ignoring Monet.

      “Clouds are cold and wet,” Blisters said shaking like a dog after a bath and spraying water droplets on the crowd.

      “You’ll get used to flying,” Azure said, petting the unicorn before standing upright. She looked at the large house, beside which the Howling Willow stood just as majestically as before. Its long branches were covered in crystals that sparkled in the waning sunlight. A soft breeze swept through and made the branches dance, creating an entrancing music.

      Monet turned to Reynolds, his face tight. “Don’t think about stealing anything from the Howling Willow.”

      Azure looked at Ever, and guilt jumped into his eyes.

      “Again, I’m here simply to protect the queen mother,” Reynolds said, looking offended.

      Gran looked between Reynolds and Monet, her lips pursed. “One cheat telling another to behave. Now I’ve seen it all.” She harrumphed and turned for the house. “Shall we go wake the great Mage Lenore?”

      Azure sped up to walk beside Gran, who was moving quite rapidly, even wearing her heavy traveling robe. “It’s evening, not nighttime. Mage Lenore should be awake.”

      “When we get tired we nap, no matter what time of the day it is,” Gran said.

      “Oh good, you’re speaking in riddles,” Azure said, sarcasm dripping from her words. “Are you insinuating that there’s something wrong with Mage Lenore?”

      “Isn’t there something wrong with everyone?” Gran asked, raising a curious eyebrow at Azure.

      Monet breezed past them, heading straight for the door. “Speak for yourself, Gran.” He rapped on the door three times before stepping backward.

      A full minute passed before the door clicked open. Mage Lenore peered around it, her gray hair filled with curlers. She looked bewildered as she ran her sleepy eyes over Monet, and then Gran and Azure. Understanding sprang to the old witch’s face.

      “I almost forgot that you would be calling on me, demanding board for the night and pestering me with questions I won’t answer.” A smile transformed her face, instantly making it look younger.

      Monet turned to Azure. “Why does the oldest witch of all time use foam curlers for her hair?” He whispered the question exceptionally loudly.

      “Oh, dear,” Mage Lenore said, fumbling in her apron for her wand. She pointed it at her head, and the pink curlers disappeared. Her gray hair was now in rows of perfect curls. “I was so groggy from my nap that I forgot all about my curlers. My apologies.” She looked at Monet and whispered just as loudly as he had, “Spells just don’t give my hair the right shape. For special company I prefer the old-fashioned approach.”

      Monet bowed slightly. “I’m honored that you call me ‘special,’ cousin.”

      Mage Lenore gave Monet a disgusted stare. “So, you’ve discussed the Torrance family with Myrtle. You and I will talk about this later. Much later.” She reached out and shoved him aside. “The special company is this woman right here.”

      Gran held out her hand in greeting, a forced smile on her face. “Mage Lenore, I’m completely hon—”

      Before she could finish her sentence, Mage Lenore pushed past her and engulfed Azure in her arms. “Dear, dear Azure, it is as the dreams foretold. You’re here to learn about the Howling Willow.”

      Azure blanched in confusion when Mage Lenore released her. “No, Mage Lenore, I’m here because of the vampires.”

      The old witch nodded, dismissing her. “Blessed queen, you may think you know why you’re here, but the reasons that brought us together are not our end objective.”

      Another fucking riddle. Why were old people incapable of saying things directly?

      Mage Lenore moved her gaze from Azure to the person who soundlessly arrived at her side. Ever opened his mouth to say something, but Mage Lenore cut him off by holding up her hand.

      “Everett, your apology isn’t necessary,” she began. “Did you really think I didn’t know that you’d stolen a fallen branch from the Howling Willow? You could have asked for it and I’d have given it to you, since I knew how your attempts to find the Rogue Dryads would turn out.”

      Ever bowed his head. “I don’t know what to say then, if I’m not allowed to apologize.”

      A warm laugh spilled from the witch’s mouth, and she looked at Azure. “It appears that much like you, I make Everett speechless at times.”

      Azure’s cheeks warmed, but she was granted a distraction when Blisters, Gillian, and Reynolds approached. Oak had remained with the dragons.

      “Sari, why have you brought an uncivilized animal to sleep in my house?” Mage Lenore asked.

      Gran stuttered, a strange thing for her to do. “B-B-Blisters will be on his best behavior, I assure you.”

      Mage Lenore turned back to her. “I wasn’t referring to the unicorn. I was referring to this scoundrel.” She pointed at Reynolds.

      He went down on one knee in front of Mage Lenore. “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance once more. I know that on our last meeting I didn’t make the best impression. Please give me another chance.”

      Mage Lenore looked down at the wizard and her rectangular spectacles slid down her nose slightly. “That was three hundred years ago. I’m just giving you a hard time. I daresay your last-minute addition to the guest list was unexpected. We might actually have a good time now.”

      Reynolds stood, relief flooding his face. “Thank you, Mage Lenore. I promise never to spike your drink again.”

      The light expression on her face dropped. “Well, then you can’t come in for the feast. I was counting on you to supply the booze for tonight’s festivities.”

      “Tonight’s festivities?” Azure asked. “We really have a lot of questions for you, and Gillian needs to review the Book of the—”

      “Shhh there, queen. Tonight we celebrate,” Mage Lenore said.

      “Celebrate what?” Azure asked in bewilderment.

      “The beginning of the end, of course,” Mage Lenore said.

      Ever gave Azure a sideways look that mirrored her confusion.

      “And are you going to say that tomorrow there will be time for all our questions?” Monet asked.

      Mage Lenore shook her head. “Oh, no. We will run out of time, and I’ll boot you all out confused and outraged that I offered you so little insight.” The old witch clapped her hands together. “You will all be simply livid with me. But tonight you have no reason to be upset, so we should eat, drink, and be merry.” She turned and opened the door of her house, and a delicious aroma spilled out.
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      Azure stepped into Mage Lenore’s house to find it transformed since her last visit. The comfy mismatched furniture was absent from the living room. Actually, the main area didn’t look like it was inside at all. Azure stepped back outside, bumping into Ever who had been behind her, about to come into the house. He gave her a quizzical look.

      “I wanted to ensure we were going into the right house,” she said to him.

      Ever knew exactly what Azure meant when they moved forward. His chin tilted upwards, as did everyone’s as they passed over the threshold. The ceiling had disappeared, replaced by a darkening sky complete with stars twinkling overhead. Two rows of stucco buildings now stood where the furniture had once been. The colorful buildings had large balconies that looked down onto the cobbled street where they currently stood. They were decorated with flower boxes dripping with blossoms as bright as the oranges, blues, pinks, and greens of the buildings, which appeared to be homes nestled close together.

      “It’s like a street in Spain,” Ever remarked, his voice hushed.

      “New Spain, actually,” Mage Lenore said, flicking her wand at the street in front of them. A row of lanterns appeared overhead, tethered between the two sets of buildings and casting colorful lights on the cobbled road under their feet.

      “Mage Lenore, what is all this?” Gran asked, her usually placid face full of awe.

      “I thought we’d have a little fiesta,” Mage Lenore said. “I’ve been working on it all day. Why do you think I needed a siesta?”

      “I still don’t understand what we’re celebrating,” Azure said, striding over to the nearest building. She ran her fingers over it to ensure it was real—which it was.

      Mage Lenore laughed. “She comes to her own party and doesn’t even know what we’re celebrating.”

      Laurel, who had been mostly quiet, stepped up next to Azure holding Manx in her arms in cat form. “One witch did all this?” she whispered.

      Azure nodded as she took in the city street, which felt so authentic it made her head float. Finswick brushed against her leg to get her attention. “Is it possible that ML has lost her mind?” he asked, his mouth hardly parting for the words.

      “Be careful, you three cats, or I won’t let you sit with us,” Mage Lenore said. “I’ll make you sit at the kitty table.”

      “Ba-dum-tss,” Monet said, pretending to play a set of drums.

      “That reminds me, we are lacking something important for this celebration,” Mage Lenore said.

      “A knowledge of its purpose?” Azure guessed, which produced a punishing glare from Gran. She really wished that if the queen mother knew what this was about she would tell her.

      “All in good time,” Mage Lenore said, waving her wand at the open street. A long table and two benches materialized. Decorating its center were multiple arrangements of sunflowers and purple hydrangeas, and blue and white covered dishes filled most of the open areas. The table was bursting with color, and Azure was suddenly incredibly hungry.

      “Mage Lenore, you’ve outdone yourself,” Gran said, walking to the table and taking a whiff of one of the steaming bowls.

      Mage Lenore waved her hand. “It was nothing. Just something I threw together.”

      The rest of the group were moving toward the table to take a seat, but Laurel was still at the queen’s side. “I need a drink. Something strong,” Azure said to the werecat.

      Mage Lenore, who was busy telling everyone what was on the menu, looked up suddenly. “Only one drink for you, queen. You’ll need your wits about you tonight.”

      “I’ll have hers,” Monet said, raising a goblet in the air.

      “What you won’t be having are the cheese enchiladas, Monet,” Mage Lenore said, picking up a casserole dish and sending it in the opposite direction.

      “Au contraire.” Monet set down his goblet and pointed his wand at the dish to freeze it in place. “I’ve created a potion that fixes that whole lactose problem.”

      “That’s nice dear, but it doesn’t sound like you’re aware yet of all of your food allergies.” Mage Lenore intercepted the casserole dish and once more sent it down the table.

      Disappointment sprang to Monet’s face. “More food allergies? How is that possible?”

      Mage Lenore shrugged. “Just imagine how even-tempered you’ll be when you eliminate gluten, dairy, and sugar from your diet.”

      “Fucking miserable, that’s what I’ll be.” Monet turned to Ever, who had taken the seat next to him. “Seriously, kill me now. There’s no point in living.”

      Azure bent over and picked up Finswick, who was sniffing wildly. “What do you smell?”

      “Fish!” he said excitedly. “She made me fish. Unlike you, she loves me.”

      Mage Lenore beamed in their direction as Azure and Finswick arrived at the table. “I do indeed love you, dear Finswick. It might be Azure we’re celebrating tonight, but she wouldn’t have this chance if not for the companionship of her trusty familiar.”

      Azure set Finswick down in the seat next to hers. Mage Lenore had placed a plate on the table with food for the cat. “Arroz con pescado for Finswick Morgan,” Azure said, using his full name.

      Finswick set his paws on the table in front of him and looked at Azure, eyes wide. “I don’t know what you did, but you must keep doing it.”

      Azure tried to swallow, but that simple task was beyond her so she looked across the table at Ever. He and she were the only ones at the table who weren’t busy filling the plates in front of them with food. Gran and Reynolds were already deep in a conversation about a time that he visited New Spain and ran with the minotaur.

      “He had me cornered in a dead-end of a street just like this one,” Reynolds said, leaning toward Sari and talking in a rush. “I pulled off my robes, which were as red as the ones that Azure is currently wearing, and waved them at the beast.”

      “Did that work? Did it distract the minotaur?” Gran asked.

      Reynolds took a long sip of his wine and shook his head. “Hell, no! That minotaur shoved his horn so far up my—”

      “Finnegan wouldn’t do what?” Monet asked Gillian, his face red.

      The gnome shrugged. “When he found out that we were leaving Virgo on this trip, he refused to restock the shop. I have no idea why.”

      “Well, hopefully you weren’t stupid enough to tell him Reynolds was accompanying you,” Monet said, running his fork through his rice but looking thoroughly uninterested in the food. He eyed the churros sprinkled with sugar with desperate longing.

      Azure accepted a dish of paella, enjoying the different aromas wafting to her nose as she spooned some onto her plate.

      “I can give you something to help you sleep, but you really need to find the root cause,” Mage Lenore’s voice traveled down the table.

      Azure looked away from her food to find the old witch, who was counseling Laurel. The werecat nodded, picking at the whole fish dripping in red sauce lying on her plate.

      “Are you not hungry?” Ever asked, gaining Azure’s attention.

      She looked up at him to find his plate still empty. “You’re the one with nothing in front of you.”

      “I’m…worried,” he admitted. Most were too engrossed in their conversation to pay them any attention. Manx and Finswick were too busy with their fish to take notice of anything going on around them on this lantern-lit New Spanish street. Strangely there was a warm breeze laced with salt, as if the coast were just on the other side of one of the rows of buildings.

      “Worried?” Azure asked.

      “What does Mage Lenore have planned for you?” Ever asked, leaning forward.

      “I can only wonder,” Azure said. She looked at her family and friends, who were happily celebrating something that was a mystery to her.

      “And I can only wonder how it will change everything,” Ever said, his blue eyes haunted.
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        * * *

      

      The yawns at the table became contagious, spreading from person to person until almost everyone looked drunk from the food. Well, or in the case of Monet and Gillian, just plain drunk.

      Mage Lenore clapped her hands together. “Yes, I thought that putting the sleeping potion in the food might get you off to bed at a reasonable time.”

      “You slipped us a sleeping potion?” Azure asked, staring down at her mostly uneaten food.

      “I thought I tasted a bit of chamomile root in my dish. Nicely done,” Monet said, swaying in his seat.

      Mage Lenore smiled sweetly. “And no, Queen Azure, your food wasn’t modified. I require your help tonight, and we need the rest of this lot to be fast asleep so they don’t bother us.”

      The yawns continued, creating a chorus down the table. “Well, off to your rooms. Take your pick.” Mage Lenore swept her hand at the villas lining the road.

      “These building are real?” Gran asked.

      Mage Lenore chuckled as if it were a ridiculous question. “Of course they are. You didn’t think they were only for decoration?”

      Monet scoffed. “Yeah, Gran, what a crazy notion! Obviously these are real villas, cause that’s not completely insane since we’re inside a three-story house.”

      Laurel was the first one to push up from the table. Like a zombie she marched off to the first villa, which was painted a rich shade of burgundy and had small palm trees in bright-blue pots flanking the door. “’Night, everyone. Think I might sleep for a year.”

      “No, no, no,” Mage Lenore said. “You don’t want to miss the trip to Lancothy tomorrow.”

      “Don’t I?” Laurel asked as she trudged off.

      “I think I’ll take the purple one down the road,” Gran told them. “It matches my hair.”

      “I knew you’d say that,” Mage Lenore said. “That was why I included a huge tub enchanted with an extra-large bubble feature.”

      “Mage Lenore, you know me so well. I love my bubble baths,” Gran said, pressing her hands to her chest.

      “That I do. Just don’t take a bath tonight, or I fear you’ll drown. Sleeping potions and baths don’t mix,” Mage Lenore said.

      Gran nodded, then leaned over and pressed a kiss to Azure’s forehead. The gesture took the girl by surprise.

      “I’ve always been proud of you, but now more than ever I’m grateful to call you mine,” she said, her lavender eyes sparkling with emotion.

      “Gran, do you know what this is all about?” Azure asked, looking up at her.

      “I always knew it was a possibility,” Gran said.

      Azure was more confused than before, but she didn’t have a chance to ask another question because Gran straightened and trotted off toward her villa.

      Monet was using a levitation spell to make Blisters float. He was currently snoring loudly, his tongue hanging from his mouth and his new wings limp on his back. “Where should I put this one?” he asked Mage Lenore.

      “Wherever you want, but you know he’ll end up with you. The villa you choose will have a bunkbed for you two,” Mage Lenore said.

      “But I haven’t chosen one yet,” Monet said, looking perplexed.

      Mage Lenore didn’t answer, only arched an eyebrow at him.

      “You’re a very strange witch,” Monet said.

      Finswick’s food must have not been doctored either, because he was sitting on the table watching all this with wide eyes.

      Manx in rabbit form hopped across the table into Ever’s arms. “Take me to the black villa. It matches my soul.”

      Ever looked down at the pooka and shrugged before glancing at Azure. “Beats sleeping with a snoring unicorn, I guess.”

      She offered him a sympathetic smile. “Good night, Ever.”

      Reynolds and Gillian made their choices, one green and the other magenta. That left only one—the largest of them, all at the end of the street. It was blue, and perfectly matched Azure’s hair.

      “What about Oak?” Azure asked, picking up Finswick and rising from the table.

      “He prefers to sleep with his dragons…you know that,” Mage Lenore said.

      “I didn’t, actually. How do you always know things?” Azure was aware that it was a silly question. This was Mage Lenore, the oldest and most powerful witch on Oriceran. Still, she thought she’d chance asking.

      “You know this stuff too, or you would if you allowed yourself to access it. That is one reason I chose you,” Mage Lenore said, summoning a robe that had fur lining the collar. She pulled the hood over her head, looking out at Azure with a cunning stare.

      Myrtle’s last words before she’d kicked Azure from the shop echoed in her head: “Tell my dear cousin she’s chosen well.”

      “Is this when you tell me what I’ve been chosen for?” Azure asked.

      Mage Lenore pivoted and strode for the door. “This is when I show you.”
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      The two moons were high in the sky when Azure and Mage Lenore exited the house. It felt bizarre to step out of the New Spanish street into the mountain air of Mage Lenore’s yard. The old witch moved surprisingly fast, crossing the grounds and heading in the direction of the Howling Willow, and Azure’s heart sank when the dawning started to fall on her. If she’d been honest with herself she’d have known something like this would happen, but she had been in denial. Azure set Finswick on the ground and he strolled beside her as they followed the old witch.

      “Mage Lenore, is it the night of the harvest?” Azure asked, her breath misting in the cold mountain air. She pulled her robe tighter around her.

      “It is, my dear queen.” A bucket had materialized in Mage Lenore’s hands, and it swung back and forth as she continued toward the tree.

      “You don’t mean for me to… I mean, you’re the protector of the Howling Willow.” Azure realized she sounded cowardly. With each step closer to the giant tree, she felt more and more breathless. In the light of the moons, the crystals on the long branches sparkled like icicles. They clanged together to produce an enchanting tune, one that made Azure suddenly long for the things of her childhood. She remembered running through the long grass in the foothills with Monet. Skipping rocks by the poisoned bog, her new dress slipping into the water and catching fire. She was in her mother’s arms, having just awoken from a bad dream.

      That dream! She’d had it all her life. The first time it had scared her, but since then she’d longed for the replay while she slept. The blackness of her dream always gave way to a white light, and she shielded her eyes from the brightness with her arm. A tree towered over her, its branches whipping through the air. One slashed across her arm, making her stumble back. From behind her, she pulled a sword. Where had that come from? She sliced it through the air, again and again, battling the branches. When she was done she looked down at her feet, feeling immense pleasure, but she never got to see what had produced the feeling. She always awoke from the dream right then.

      Mage Lenore turned and studied Azure’s face. “You remember now, don’t you?”

      Azure felt as if she were stuck to the ground, and her mouth hung open. “The dream…was it about the Howling Willow?”

      Mage Lenore gave her a smile so warm it made Azure forget the icy wind tearing through her hair. “All my life I had that same dream, up until I took my role as the protector of the last remaining Howling Willow on Oriceran.” Mage Lenore held up her hand majestically, as if presenting the tree. It appeared quite elegant in the moonlight, not menacing as it had in the dream.

      “You see,” Mage Lenore continued, “I didn’t choose you in the beginning. The tree did. It gifts that dream to witches and wizards all over Oriceran, and I, of course, got to make the final decision. It wasn’t hard.”

      “Me?” Azure had to yell to be heard over the loud chiming of the tree. It had increased in intensity. “You’ve chosen me? I don’t understand! You’re the protector.”

      “And I have been for a thousand years. I was the first one chosen, because all the Howling Willows had been destroyed by those consumed with greed. However, I always knew that I wouldn’t be the last. A witch, no matter how powerful, cannot live forever.”

      A knot suddenly rose in Azure’s throat. She hardly knew Mage Lenore, and yet the idea of the witch not being alive caused her great pain. She pressed her eyelids closed and memories flashed into her mind. A young woman sailing on a ship, overlooking the waters of the Haunted sea. The same woman sharing a meal with an elegantly-dressed wizard. The woman standing in front of the Howling Willow holding a sword. No, not just any sword…the one from the dream. Azure’s eyes sprang open and as a gasp shot out of her mouth.

      “That was you,” Azure whispered. “I saw you.”

      Mage Lenore smiled. “You’ve always had those visions of me, but now you’re allowing yourself to see them.”

      “But how? How can I see things that haven’t happened to me?” Azure asked.

      “Because we’re all one. And you, as the protector of the Howling Willow, are rooted to Oriceran and forever connected to all who walk it,” Mage Lenore said.

      “So I can know anything about anyone?” Azure asked.

      Mage Lenore shook her head. “No, no. You can only know that which the Howling Willow wants you to know. It usually feels random, like a witch’s shoe size or a wizard’s distaste for avocados. Still, that is one of the many gifts the Howling Willow offers the chosen one.”

      “The other gifts? Is it the way you age? Cycling through your ages every day and living a long time because of it?” Azure asked, looking down at Finswick. He had the strangest expression, like he’d just eaten an exploding canary by accident.

      “I was called to the Howling Willow when I was hundreds of years older than you are now,” Mage Lenore told her, speaking loudly. The crystals’ chiming was now more like loud angry clanging. “The way I age is the gift the tree gave me, and I’m being completely honest when I say that I don’t know what the tree has in store for you, Queen Azure. You see, I’ve found that the relationship that the Howling Willow has with its protector is a personal one. It will be like your familiar— close to you and connected in every way, and also a bit of a pain in the ass.” She looked at the Howling Willow. “I’m getting to that. Quiet down for a moment, would you?” The tree didn’t quiet down. Rather, it swung its branches with more ferocity, making them blur in the wind.

      “This is all so unexpected. I never would have thought…” Azure’s voice trailed away as her mind was overwhelmed with all the reasons this wouldn’t work.

      “You’re not happy to have been chosen,” Mage Lenore observed. “That was me once. I thought my role as the protector would isolate me, but I’ve found the opposite to be true. After harvest, I deliver wands to many throughout Oriceran. The magic of the tree makes this possible. My connection to the Howling Willow allows me to know the young witches and wizards. Since taking on my role, I’ve never felt lonely.”

      “But I have a kingdom to rule,” Azure argued. “Virgo needs me.”

      Mage Lenore nodded. “So does the Howling Willow. There is more magic in this one tree than the entire universe, and it has entrusted that power and its guardianship to you. I understand your reservations, but there is no greater honor than what you’ve been chosen for.”

      “But why was I chosen?” Azure asked.

      “The tree blessed you with the dream because you had the right aptitude for the job. You’re pure of heart, and won’t abuse the power it wields.” Mage Lenore paused, a knowing smile springing to her mouth. “I chose you because when I look at you I see myself.”

      “Well, thank you, but—”

      “You’re assuming this is a compliment,” Mage Lenore cut Azure off. “I’m stubborn…so much so that I traveled to the Haunted Sea even though my parents forbade it. I’m overly careful with my heart, and withheld it from the man you saw me dining with, afraid of falling in love and losing. I see these characteristics in you, Azure.”

      “Oh, well, I guess—”

      Mage Lenore interrupted a second time. “And much like you, I am brave, fierce, and will sacrifice everything for the greater good of my people. Queen Azure, I chose you because I knew you were the right one to protect the Howling Willow. Yes, it will demand much from you, but you have that much to give.”

      Azure stared down at Finswick. His eyes were wide, and without a doubt he knew what Azure was thinking right then. She drew in a breath and dropped to one knee, bowing her head. “I’m honored to have been chosen, by both you and the Howling Willow. I take my role to protect magic seriously, and from this day forward my life belongs to the tree.”

      “Oh, Merlin’s beard! Hell, no.” Mage Lenore laughed. “You’re not kicking me out just yet. I’ve still got time on this planet.”

      Azure flipped her head up, gasping. “I’m sorry. I just thought—”

      Mage Lenore was still laughing as she cut Azure off. “Your willingness to drop everything and take on this role is exactly why you’re the right person. Your time to protect the tree will come soon, but I daresay you have a mission that demands your attention right now. I’m not sure what the parameters of your guardianship will look like. Maybe you’ll live here in the house built from Howling Willow.” Mage Lenore waved a hand at the three-story house that was the strangest and most wonderful place Azure had ever seen. “And maybe you’ll rotate through your ages each day as I do. I cannot say. But when the time comes—when I die, which will be fairly soon—you will take on my role as the protector of magic.”

      Azure swallowed, unsure if she should be happy or sad or completely confused.

      “But before any of that, you should meet the tree that has visited your dreams every night since you were born,” Mage Lenore said, holding her arm out to the Howling Willow.

      “Is this when you teach me how to harvest?” Azure asked.

      Mage Lenore smiled at her as if she were a special-needs chimpanzee. “Oh, queen, we both know that you’ve been learning how to do that all your life. The harvest is not something another person can teach a true protector. The tree has been showing you what men didn’t know for centuries. They cut down the Howling Willows willy-nilly and then wondered why the wood died after some time, taking with it the magic. But you know how to harvest it the right way, so that its magic never dies. You know how to do it so that the tree will never be overconsumed.”

      Azure took a step toward Mage Lenore and Finswick followed, but the old witch held up a hand.

      “You may stay, Azure, but you, Finswick Morgan, must remain here,” Mage Lenore said. “What the young queen must do now, she does on her own.”

      Finswick hadn’t said a word since this strange adventure started. He looked up at Azure and sort of smiled in that way he did when he was serenely happy. “Neither the tree nor Mage Lenore could have chosen a better witch.”

      Azure was unable to say anything, so she simply nodded her appreciation to her cat. She raised her chin high and strode toward the tree, which was still waving in the wind and making gentle music.

      As she neared the ancient tree she felt a draw, as if it were pulling her in with a cord. Memories washed over her. Mostly they were her own, but many belonged to others. Flashes streaked across her vision, many going back to the prehistoric age. This tree had been here since the beginning. The Howling Willow was as old as time.

      Azure knelt when she was close to the tree, but maintained a safe distance. “I’m honored to serve you, Majestic Howling Willow.”

      The chimes from the crystals on its branches had been playing a song, but suddenly it had lyrics.

      Azure Lydia Vladar…so we officially meet. I will always honor you, protect you, and provide that which you need. You know what is expected of you in return, correct? the tree chimed in her head.

      “I’m to protect you from others and harvest your branches for wands once a month. Is there anything else?” Azure stood up, staring at the willow’s branches as they swayed.

      You’ve forgotten the most important part of your job, the tree sent.

      Azure’s face scrunched in confusion. “What’s that?”

      As with all loved ones, you must tolerate me at my worst and battle me to bring out the very best. Mothers do it with children, and children do the reverse with their parents. We all have demons inside us, but thankfully we also have those who love us unconditionally. The morning after, you will have to forgive me for what I become on the full moon.

      Suddenly the moons seemed to swing high into the sky, casting a bright glow on the Howling Willow. It lifted its branches into the air and then froze. Azure tensed, remembering the dream. She clambered backward, but not in time. The branches swung down at her as one and a howl screeched through the air. One of the branches caught her across the arm, searing it with mind-numbing pain. She clapped a hand over the wound and turned to Mage Lenore, her insides jittering.

      “I don’t… I don’t have the sword! What do I do?” Azure screamed. In the dream she’d always had it—the sword that appeared from seemingly nowhere—but presently all she had was her wand.

      “The Howling Willow gave you your sword long ago,” Mage Lenore called, her words more in Azure’s mind than verbalized.

      Azure ducked the tree’s multiple assaults. It was howling so loudly now that she was sure her ears would explode. The Howling Willow already gave me the sword? she wondered frantically.

      Azure dove to the ground as branches swung over her. The tree was going to kill her! Fuck protecting it! She was the one who needed protection from this damn monster.

      Azure rolled onto her stomach and pushed to a crouch. The tree’s branches were sticking eerily straight up in the air—which just meant it was planning its next assault, she knew instinctively.

      The Howling Willow hadn’t given her a sword. The staff she had received was made from its wood, but that was in the carriage. And then, of course, there was her wand…

      Azure felt as if the breath had been sucked out of her, and she tensed as the Howling Willow’s branches swung all at once. It reminded her of a toddler throwing a tantrum. Carefully, without any sudden movements, she reached for the wand in her robes. She nearly had her hand around it when the branches shot into the air again and whipped violently, and Azure ducked as she withdrew her wand—which was strangely heavy, requiring both hands. Her eyes widened in shock as she stared at the giant sword she had removed from her robe, then she stood and raised the silver and blue sword above her head.

      The tree’s branches spiraled toward her. Azure caught them with the sword, cutting off the ends, which clattered to the ground. Again and again she parried the tree’s blows with the sword, countering each of the assaults. For what felt like a lifetime the two sparred, which eventually became more of a dance rather than a fight.

      The howling was all at once replaced by the most peaceful silence Azure had ever enjoyed as the Howling Willow grew still, its branches not even swaying in the gentle breeze. Just like that, it was over. Azure stared downward as she had in the dream. Branches covered in crystals lay in a neat arrangement at her feet.

      Azure sucked in a breath. The crystals suddenly receded into the wood, sealing their magic deep into the branches where it would be sealed there forever. Azure had successfully harvested the Howling Willow, and knew this would not be her last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Monet and Ever stared across the table at their queen. She’d awakened that morning in the blue villa to their incessant knocking. When she’d stood up from the four-poster bed, she’d found that every muscle in her body ached.

      Azure had refused to say a word to them until she had eaten something, since she thought the lack of food was starting to catch up with her. Strangely, as soon as she'd felt the craving for food, the dining room table in the living area of the villa had been stocked with fruit, juice, tea, fresh steaming-hot bread, and other good things.

      Damn, the Howling Willow is badass! she thought, grabbing a piece of bread and spreading strawberry jam on it.

      “What do you mean you’re the new protector of the Howling Willow?” Monet asked in astonishment after she’d hastily confessed.

      Azure crammed the toast into her mouth and said between chews, “Just that. I was chosen, so when Mage Lenore passes I will take her place.”

      “But we can still party, right?” Monet asked.

      Azure nearly choked on the orange juice she was drinking to wash down the bread. “Of course that’s your concern! A tree tried to kill me.” She pointed to her bandaged arm. That was about as much as she could say, and she knew it at her core. Only the protector could know the details of the harvest—that was one way the Howling Willow was protected.

      “Let me take a look at that.” Monet had the bandage off before Azure could protest.

      She noticed that Ever looked as if he were mourning a loss. His head hung, and his lips were pinched together at an odd angle.

      “I don’t know how my new role will change my life. I presume I’ll still be queen, but I honestly don’t know. If necessary I’ll give my mother back the crown, because nothing is more important than protecting the Howling Willow,” Azure stated, trying to make Ever feel better.

      He brought his eyes up to meet hers. “It’s a huge responsibility, and the greatest honor I could ever imagine. Your path has been chosen.” A pained smile etched itself onto his lips. “Selfishly, I worry how this changes your future.”

      Monet whipped his head up to stare at Ever before looking at Azure. “Oh man, you’re right. You’re pretty much married to that tree for the rest of your life.”

      The toast churned uncomfortably in Azure’s stomach, so she sat up and cleared her throat. “Well, for now I’m still queen of Virgo, and I’m on a mission to stop vampires. I will not think of my future role as protector until that time comes.”

      Ever nodded, trying to inject strength into the movement. “It really is the most amazing thing to ever happen to someone. I can only imagine the power you wield now.”

      Azure nodded, leaning forward excitedly. “You have no idea. I’m connected to the tree, which is deeply rooted into Oriceran, which connects me to everything. I now understand how Mage Lenore knows so much.” Azure waved her hands at the villa around them. “This house, her life, the strangeness of this mountain... I know how it all works, and that power flows in me.” A sharp pain shot through her arm. “Ouch!” She shot a look at Monet, who was messing with her wound.

      “That power is also enough to kill you,” Monet said, standing back with a serious look on his face.

      “What?” Azure said, looking down at the wound she’d bandaged last night. Green slime dripped from the laceration, and she instantly felt light-headed.

      “Is she okay?” Ever asked, darting around the table.

      “Well, I’m pretty sure the tree’s assaults could be her end, but not this time.” Monet looked at Azure and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I’ll be right back. I have a potion that will combat the poison, but you’re going to owe me big for saving your life…again.”

      Azure drew in a breath. “Put it on my tab.”

      Monet left without another word. Ever stared at Azure’s wound and then at her face.

      “This will one day make you Mage Azure, you realize.”

      “Oh my.” Azure clapped a hand to her mouth and swayed, thinking she’d pass out. The poison must be getting to her.

      “I’m really happy for you,” Ever said, but there was something in his voice that was distinctly unhappy.

      And then in a flash, Azure saw it. Saw the man before her as a child, as a young boy, as a man, and knew without a doubt what she had long suspected. Ever had been inexplicably and relentlessly in love with her from the very beginning.

      Azure opened her eyes and stared at the man before her, the one who made her feel safe. Who made her feel alive.  If she allowed herself to feel such things, there would be a confession right then. However, Azure realized that, much like Mage Lenore, she must be careful with her heart.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve been able to decipher enough of the Book of the Dead to know that we need more. There’s simply not enough here to go on. I need the other pages,” Gillian told Azure, looking up from the large table where they’d enjoyed last night’s meal.

      “Manx, would you mind not pecking at that bagel right next to the ancient page?” Azure asked, shooing the raven form of the pooka away. Her arm had felt better instantly after drinking the potion Monet gave her. He’d burst back through the villa door, saving her from thinking about her heart or Ever’s.

      Manx raised his head from the onion bagel and stared at Azure blankly. “Queen, if you knew anything about anything, you’d know that the page can’t be destroyed.” He thrust his beak straight down into the page, puncturing it.

      “Manx!” Azure scolded, picking up the bird, who morphed into a giant black dog, whom she dropped. She fell backward and landed hard on her injured arm as Manx bounded off barking.

      “He never gets tired of that joke,” Ever said, helping Azure up.

      “The page, though. Is it…” Azure stood to find Gillian holding the page in the air. It was free from any punctures.

      The gnome smoothed his stubby hand over the page after laying it back down. “The pooka is indeed correct, which is why the original founder vampires stole the pages and scattered them. They couldn’t destroy the book, but they could keep the relevant information from those who wanted to end vampirism.”

      Gran, who looked more refreshed than she had in the last ten years, strode over smiling broadly. She spread her arms wide. “Oh, my dear Azure. When all this is yours, I’m moving in with you.”

      “Azure’s?” Gillian asked. Reynolds and Laurel had just joined them, and were grabbing various breakfast foods from bowls.

      Gran wrapped an arm around Azure’s shoulder and squeezed her. It wasn’t just a rare thing for Gran to do but awkward, since she was a head taller than the old woman. “The queen of Virgo will be the next protector of the Howling Willow. Won’t you, my dear?”

      Gillian startled to a standing position, lost his balance on the bench where he stood and toppled over. Reynolds dropped his blueberry muffin onto his plate, of which it bounced and rolled to the ground to join Gillian. Manx, in dog form, darted after it, and Laurel let out a sudden shriek that sounded like a muffled meow.

      From the ground, Gillian emerged, his hands and head peeking up around the bench. “Please, Queen Mother, don’t make such jokes.”

      Gran laughed. “I’d never joke about such a thing. I knew it since the first time you had that dream, my child. I told your mother then that it was a sign you were on the list.”

      “You knew,” Azure said in disbelief.

      “She knows everything, apparently,” Reynolds said, picking up another muffin.

      “This makes you the most powerful witch on all of Oriceran,” Laurel said, her paws on her face.

      “Not yet it doesn’t,” Azure stated. “Right now we have a vampire problem which could ruin all magic if we don’t stop it.”

      “That was why Mage Lenore had Myrtle give you the necklace,” Ever said in a hushed voice.

      Azure turned to him. “You’re right—that makes more sense now.”

      “Speaking of the crazy old loon, where is she?” Monet asked, looking around.

      “She’s delivering wands,” Azure stated. “She said I could harvest before taking the position formally, but not deliver the wands since I’m not fused enough with the power to know which one goes to which person.”

      Gran pointed at the table, conjuring a magnum of champagne. “Glory be to Merlin! This is the best day of my life.” The old witch bounced over and filled a champagne flute—which she also conjured—to the brim before drinking it merrily.

      Azure wanted to laugh, but the weight of her new role and how it would affect her life weighed too much on her. Instead she turned to Gillian, who was regarding her like she was the Howling Willow itself. “You said you needed more pages, is that right?”

      He seemed to wake from his daze and brought his eyes to the page from the Book of the Dead. “Yes, that’s right. This cuts off at a crucial part, so it really doesn’t give me much to work with.”

      Gran and Monet were already on their second glass of champagne and were giggling like clowns. “We can make her enchant the house to be a rollercoaster! We’ll ride it continuously, and I’ll bet you puke first,” Gran said.

      “Game on, old woman,” Monet replied, taking another sip before belching loudly.

      “Focus, people. Vampires. Book of the Dead. We need more pages,” Azure snapped at the pair.

      Gran swiveled her gaze to Azure and smiled. “No problem. I’ll go to New Egypt and find them.”

      “Sari!” Reynolds said, shocked.

      “What?” Gran hiccupped. “We need more pages. Someone needs to find them. Azure has her hands full going to Lancothy to get bats…oh, and being the new protector of the Howling Willow!” She caroled the last part gleefully.

      “But there are vampires in New Egypt. I can’t risk you getting bitten,” Reynolds argued.

      “Too bad,” Gran said, draining her glass. “What’s life without a bit of danger?”

      “This is too dangerous!” Reynolds insisted.

      Gran set down her glass and stuck her fists on her hips. “If Azure is willing to give up her life to protect the biggest source of magic on Oriceran, I think I can muster enough courage to enter New Egypt and hunt for some dusty old pages.” Gran turned around, seeking Gillian. “Will you accompany me—if you’re not too scared?”

      Gillian straightened, his face falling into a neutral expression. “Absolutely. That’s the job that needs to be done, and I think I know exactly where to look first, based on where this one was found.”

      Gran nodded curtly before turning around. “There you go. We’re going to New Egypt. Now, Reynolds, you came on this expedition to protect me. Are you going to stay on your mission, or are you a coward who only came to pursue me without any risks?”

      The color drained from Reynolds’ face, and he looked around the group. Everyone’s eyes were on him. “I-I-I-I’m here to protect you, no matter the risks. Pursuit is a secondary goal…if I prove myself worthy of such a thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      After Gran and the others left Azure had fewer distractions. She found it difficult to not look directly at Ever. From his tentative glances she guessed that he sensed she felt awkward. She was certain he didn’t know what she’d discovered about his feelings. Azure also assumed he’d been trying to find the right way to confess them, but when had there been time between saving Virgo and stopping vampires?

      The door to Mage Lenore’s house slammed shut and the witch herself leaned against it, exhaustion making her face long.

      “Mage Lenore, are you all right?” Azure hurried over and grabbed the old woman’s arm, sensing she was having a hard time holding herself up.

      She looked up at Azure, her eyes brimming with stress. “That was my last harvest. This old body just can’t do it again. Just the deliveries nearly took me out!”

      Ever arrived on the other side of Mage Lenore and helped Azure lead her over to the table, but before they could lower her into a seat she turned abruptly to Azure, waving them off.

      “I’m fine. I’m fine, but we’re running out of time,” Mage Lenore said, her voice growing squeaky like that of a young child. “I get an extension on the nights I deliver wands, but soon I’ll change to my youngest form and then I won’t have access to my magic.”

      “Access to your magic? Why do you need that?” Azure asked.

      “You need to get to Lancothy, don’t you? And you’re running out of time.” Mage Lenore pulled her wand from her traveling robe and began swirling it.

      “Wait, you haven’t answered any of my questions yet!” Azure said, holding up her hands.

      Mage Lenore paused, a slight smile lighting her ancient face. Centuries of wisdom made the depths of her eyes feel endless. “I warned you how this was going to go.”

      Monet, who had polished off a plate of bacon, wiped his mouth and rose from the table. “I was paying attention. You’re not answering any of our questions, and leaving us frustrated and completely unsatisfied.”

      Mage Lenore turned to Monet. “Son of Zander Torrance, you’re just as astute as your father.”

      Monet trotted over and draped his arm around Mage Lenore’s shoulder. “And you know that because he’s your cousin?”

      Mage Lenore patted Monet on the cheek. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “But you are full of information and short on time. I know your game,” Monet said, looking at Azure. “Ready to blow this taco stand?”

      Azure shook her head. “Mage Lenore, the vampires… Do you know how we can eradicate them?”

      Mage Lenore’s gaze fell on the ruby hanging from Azure’s neck. “I gave you a necklace that protects you from the virus. That’s all I can offer you. Your search for a cure is a part of your journey. Giving you that information would deprive you of the opportunity to find it on your own.”

      Manx, who had eaten the centerpieces on the breakfast table while in goat form, hopped off and trotted over. “You’re a frustrating old witch.”

      Mage Lenore peered affectionately down at the pooka. “Why, thank you very much!”

      Laurel, with Finswick in her arms and Blisters trailing behind her, joined the group. “So we’re leaving now?”

      “That you are,” Mage Lenore answered, swirling her wand and giving Azure one last look. “I’ll be seeing you very soon, Queen Azure, for the very last time.”

      Azure choked on her tears as she fell into a spiral of wind and colors and the New Spanish street vanished.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The group found themselves on a green hill in the same positions they had been in at Mage Lenore’s house.

      The carriage, Oak, and the dragons were beside them. The dragons tossed their heads, disoriented. “What happened? Where are we?” Oak asked.

      Monet laughed. “Lancothy. Mage Lenore decided to send us using a relocating spell. Don’t eat any heavy carbs for eight hours, and it’s normal if your feet swell slightly.”

      Azure turned to Monet. “I thought only members of the Torrance family could relocate.”

      “It appears that Mage Lenore can make others relocate as well. And honestly, I don’t know if it’s just those from the Torrance family or what since that sneaky witch won’t tell me,” Monet said, turning in a circle to take in the land of Lancothy. It was his first time in the kingdom, and the awe on his face accurately expressed how incredible the scenery truly was.

      “Far out,” Blisters said, leaning into Monet like he was having trouble standing upright.

      Lancothy was located inside a mountain that the wereanimals who populated it had carved it out. Sunlight slipped through gaps in the mountain and from the giant hole at the top. Rolling hills spread across the vast land, which was dotted with cottages, farms, a city center, and a castle.

      Azure spun around, getting her bearings. They were on the outskirts, just beside the exit through the mountain. A ladder led to the cave that took visitors in and out of the kingdom. That was where the bats would be found, according to Azure’s last visit. She was grateful Mage Lenore had put them directly into the kingdom so they didn’t have to brave the bats.

      “Are we safe out here in the open?” Ever asked, on high alert.

      “Yes, Gran cleared it with the Lancothy officials,” Azure explained. “She set it up under the pretense of the royal tour I was on before this vamp mess started.”

      “Lorde still won’t like it,” Laurel warned, referring to the thug who had tried to kill Azure and Ever the last time they were here. “You need to be extra-careful. That werebear doesn’t play by the rules, and he might have been successful at overthrowing the government since I left.”

      Laurel’s eyes skirted nervously over the city in the distance, and her claws slid in and out several times.

      “Are you all right?” Azure asked.

      “Yes,” Laurel said at once. “I mean no. Actually, I’m fine—it’s just that being back here in my homeland is strange.”

      “Not to mention that you left without permission, and pretty much look like a deserter to a population of wereanimals who don’t like the outside world,” Monet said coolly.

      “You’re rather tactless,” Azure said, reproving her best friend with a single look.

      “Undeniably, I am,” Monet admitted. “And we could stand around not getting anything done or we could be straight with each other, which will make everything easier.”

      “Okay, fine,” Azure said. “Laurel, you don’t have to go to the city center with us. Actually, it would be best if you, Manx, and Blisters went after the bats. Would you, please? It’s really too dangerous for Monet or Ever to be around them.”

      Laurel nodded, looking relieved not to have to go to the city where judging eyes would dwell on her. “Yes, we’ll get them for you.”

      “Good, and be sure to get inside before nightfall. Gran rented one of those cottages over there for us to stay in.” Azure pointed to a cluster of stone buildings on a hill in the distance. She turned to the group gathered around her. “That warning goes for everyone. We must all be inside before sunset.”

      “The dragons hunt at night,” Oak said.

      “Not in Lancothy they don’t,” Azure said. “Werewolves own the night here.”

      Oak scoffed at this, leaning down to run his large hand over the head of one of his dragons. “Werewolves make a fantastic meal.”

      “You can’t harm the werewolves,” Laurel explained. “The land of Lancothy was cursed long ago when my people shut us inside this mountain to get away from the world. The werewolves get the night, and if we harm them the mountain destroys itself.”

      “Hmmm, well, then I guess we can be flexible,” Oak said, standing back from the dragons. He pointed to the sky that was visible through the hole in the top of the mountain and spoke in a strange language. Three of the dragons threw their heads up and unfolded their wings, then took off, soaring up to the top of the mountain.

      “Why didn’t that one go?” Monet asked.

      Oak looked down at the majestic dragon. “Micky says she wants to stay with the queen.”

      Monet looked at Azure and from the corner of his mouth he said loudly, “I didn’t hear Micky say a damn thing.”

      Azure didn’t know what to think about the dragon wanting to remain with her. That seemed strange. She’d kept her distance from the dragons so far, not that she wasn’t curious about them.

      “What do you want us to do with the bats?” Laurel asked.

      “Just find them and protect them the best you can,” Azure ordered. “I’m going to meet with the officials about putting guards on the caves. That would be the best option.”

      “Mademoiselle,” Oak interrupted. “I must ask that you accompany me to the castle.”

      “What? Why?” Azure asked.

      “You want a weredragon scale. Well, I’m here to help you obtain it,” Oak replied.

      “But you said you could get it and I couldn’t,” Azure said, confused. “Shouldn’t she be working on finding the way to bottle the emotion of true love for Oak instead of accompanying him on his mission for her?”

      “I did say that, but although the weredragons will give me a scale, they will know it’s not for me. I assume they will want to meet the person I’m giving the scale to,” Oak continued, “and I suspect there will be other benefits to your accompanying me.”

      Monet leaned close to Azure. “Don’t you just love the mystery in his voice?”

      In fact Azure didn’t appreciate that Oak, like Mage Lenore, was up to something but not being honest about it. Finally she nodded though, and turned to Monet and Ever. “Will you two go as diplomats and meet with the officials? We need them to set up fulltime guards on the bats.”

      Ever agreed at once with a nod.

      “And don’t,” Azure began, her eyes pinned on Monet. “I repeat, don’t insult any of the wereanimals. No name-calling.”

      Monet’s shoulders dropped a bit. “You ruin everything.”

      Azure turned to the group, scanning their faces. “Okay, we all have our missions. Stay safe, and we’ll meet at the cottage before sunset.”

      Everyone nodded before moving off in different directions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The zombie stood in the shadows of the cliff watching the group as they split up. He could smell his target. For miles he’d trekked across Oriceran, drawn to the person. The drive to get to her and bite her was all he could feel. Anyone who got in his way would be destroyed.

      The zombie clawed at his skin, unable to control the nervous rage inside. It had exploded many times during the journey, and he had left dead in his wake. Soon his mission would be complete so he could once again rest.

      The target was walking in the direction of a castle, flanked by a man and a dragon.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want to tell me what this is about?” Azure asked Oak.

      The wizard lit his long pipe as they walked. She was very interested in the dragon casually striding beside her. The Baltic Long-tooth dragons weren’t large when their wings were folded into their bodies—about the size of a pony—but definitely bigger than Blisters, who was more the size of a large poodle.

      The ragged breathing of the dragon was loud, sounding like sandpaper rubbing on a surface. Her horn-studded tail gracefully swung behind her. She looked up at Azure, blinking her yellow eyes impassively.

      Oak didn’t reply to Azure’s question, and she kept talking. “I really should be the one to meet with the Lancothy officials. They are expecting me, so I’m not sure how they will respond to Monet and Ever. We’re not wholeheartedly welcomed here.”

      Laurel had told Azure when they had first met that the wereanimals thought the people of Oriceran held great prejudice against them. That was why the elders had built their kingdom inside of the mountain of Lancothy. They stayed away from the prejudice, afraid of the outside world. Lorde, the leader of a rebel group, wanted to fight the prejudice, retaliating against the world outside the mountain for perceived abuses. It was an extremely sensitive area, and one that Azure desperately wanted to help with.

      “I suspect that Ever and Monet, whose advice you trust and whose protection you value, will do fine handling the officials,” Oak said, taking a long pull on the pipe.

      The dragon kept looking over her shoulder at the cliff and cave in the distance.

      “I do trust them, but I’m not sure why you insisted I accompany you. I’d prefer total honesty. Why did you say that Micky wanted to stay with me?” Azure asked.

      Oak halted, swinging around to face the direction of the cave, his eyes narrowed. “You can’t see it, but Micky smells a beast. It’s stalking you, and Monet and Ever would not be successful in protecting you from it, I’m afraid.”

      Azure’s eyes widened, unblinking. “A beast? You mean a wereanimal?”

      “No, not a wereanimal.” Oak shook his head, spinning back around and stalking toward the castle in the distance. Azure kept looking for this beast, but all she saw was grass and rocks.

      Oak had gone a fair distance when Azure turned to find that Micky hadn’t left her side. “You’re really protecting me? From what?” she asked the dragon, who simply stared back at her with glowing eyes.

      Azure sprinted forward and caught up with Oak. “Only those from Lancothy and those given permission can enter this land. Nothing else can get in here.”

      Oak laughed, which caused him to cough. He slapped his chest. “Those rules only apply to the living.”

      “What? The beast that is following me is dead?” Azure asked.

      The castle was only a few yards away now. “Yes, zombies are dead, and therefore can’t be killed. You would be wise to stay as close to Micky as possible.”

      Azure’s throat closed and her hands shook as she lifted them to her chest, trying to breathe past the sudden fear. She stared into the distance again. “A zombie? But that’s forbidden magic! How—”

      “I’m fairly certain that vampires don’t play by the rules, nor do the ones forced to work for them,” Oak said, his voice growing fainter as he got closer to the castle.

      Ata. Azure knew at once that the powerful wizard had been forced to create a zombie, which wouldn’t stop until it had her.

      The dragon was still pacing dutifully by her side, although Oak had disappeared into the castle. Azure said, “Thank you. Your protection has saved my friends, and now me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, I got another one for you,” Monet declared, unwrapping a strawberry-flavored Laffy Taffy. “How do you get an alien baby to sleep?”

      Ever thought for a moment and then shook his head. “How?”

      Monet squinted at the answer written on the candy wrapper. “You rocket. I don’t get it. Why is it spelled like that?”

      Ever laughed, grabbing the wrapper. “’Rocket,’ like a spaceship. It’s how aliens would travel to Oriceran.”

      “But you travel to other planets and don’t take a rocket, or whatever it’s called,” Monet argued.

      “It’s just a thing on Earth. They have ships that can go into outer space,” Ever explained.

      Monet’s eyes widened. “Wow. I want a ship!”

      “Oh yeah? I think every guy does at some point,” Ever said, remembering his love for science fiction when he was on Earth. It had mostly disappeared on Oriceran, since magic was real.

      “If I had a ship I’d call it…” Monet thought for a moment and then said, “Ricky Bobby.”

      A laugh burst from Ever’s mouth. “That’s a strange name. Why wouldn’t you call it something powerful, like ArchAngel?”

      Monet shrugged. “I just like the sound of it. ‘Ricky Bobby,’” he sang, pulling another Laffy Taffy from his pocket. “I got another one.”

      Ever looked over his shoulder, searching for Azure, but she’d disappeared. He wished she hadn’t gone with Oak. Although he trusted the dragon-tamer, he worried about Azure when she wasn’t nearby. Something in the air had felt different lately, something that her necklace couldn’t protect her from. That was just a feeling, though, and Ever couldn’t support it with fact.

      Monet cleared his throat, opening the wrapper as they moved closer to the city. They would no doubt attract the attention of everyone there. That was another reason Ever wished Azure was there. She’d been granted access to the city, but they were only her cabinet members and could suffer from the brutal prejudice of the wereanimals of Lancothy.

      “What is a parasite?” Monet asked, his green eyes looking at Ever with curiosity.

      “I don’t know,” Ever said, staring vigilantly around as they approached the gates. A weretiger blocked the way into the city.

      “I don’t get it again. It says, ‘Something you see in Paris,’” Monet said, popping the candy into his mouth.

      “It’s a city on Earth,” Ever explained.

      “Well, that’s a dumb joke,” Monet said. “What’s the big deal with this Paris place that it gets put into a joke?”

      “It’s considered a romantic city. That’s one of the reasons, I suspect.” Ever changed topics, indicating the weretiger. “I think we might have some trouble with this guy. I recognize him from before. He’s one of Lorde’s crew.”

      “Maybe he’s just in need of a good joke,” Monet said, pulling another piece of candy from his robes.

      “Then we’re screwed,” Ever said.

      “Ha-ha. I see my attempts at entertainment are lost on you. You’re simply ungrateful,” Monet said.

      “The city of Lancothy is closed to your type,” the weretiger said, his voice loud.

      Ever and Monet halted only a few feet away. “We were invited by your council as members of the party of the Queen of Virgo.”

      “We in Lancothy don’t recognize your queen,” the weretiger said.

      “Under the decree of the formal council—”

      A bolt of white light hit the weretiger straight between the eyes and the large animal crumpled on the cobbled path.

      Monet had his wand out and a satisfied look on his face. “What did you do that for?” Ever asked.

      “We both know that wasn’t going to end well. I just saved us time,” Monet said, pocketing his wand.

      Ever stared down at the unconscious weretiger. Monet was probably right. It would have resulted in a fight, so they’d now avoided all the drama. Ever held up his hands and drew power from the ground under their feet. Symbols lit up on the backs of his hands and arms and he placed a simple charm on the weretiger, cloaking him so that he wouldn’t be spotted until he awoke. That would buy them some time with Lorde’s group.

      “Good thinking,” Monet said, stepping over the now-invisible figure of the weretiger. “Now let’s go shake things up.”
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        * * *

      

      Laurel panted as she climbed the long ladder to the cave. She was grateful that she’d been excused from entering the city. The idea of going into Lancothy after she’d fled with Queen Azure filled her sleep with nightmares. Lorde would find a way to punish her, or the officials could imprison her for breaking the supreme law that stated no wereanimal could leave the mountain. Worse than all that would have been the shame. No one was supposed to want to venture outside of Lancothy, where the rest of Oriceran would openly judge them. It had been drilled into her head all her life.

      There were wereanimals, and everyone else. “Us against them,” the preacher would state at church services. “We live inside these walls because our ancestors suffered much abuse. We will not! We endure the reign of the wolves at night, knowing that the curse is far better than the prejudice we’d encounter outside these borders.”

      Laurel had never agreed with this mindset, but speaking against the church and government wasn’t something any sane wereanimal did. Instead, Laurel had kept her head down and her beliefs to herself. For a long time she’d drowned her desire to travel the planet, telling herself that such aspirations were futile. But now she’d explored, seeing the gorgeous valleys of Virgo and the deserts of New Egypt, and she’d been to the top of the Mountain of Truth and met the great Mage Lenore.

      Listen to your dreams, because anything is possible, she told herself as she climbed higher.

      “Do you need a lift?” Manx asked, hovering beside her.

      She chanced taking a hand off the ladder to swat at him. “Get out of here.”

      “Climbing all the way to the cave must be a pain,” Manx said, sounding not at all sympathetic.

      “I enjoy the exercise,” Laurel lied.

      “Whatever you do, don’t look down,” Manx cautioned. “If you fall from here you’ll break a limb for sure.”

      “When I get to the top I’m roasting a rabbit for lunch,” Laurel said through gritted teeth.

      Blisters peeked his head over the edge. “That flight didn’t take very long,” the unicorn said and flapped his wings, which made him rise into the air and nearly fall off the cliff. He scrambled to safety, sending rocks and dirt over the side and down onto Laurel. She clung to the ladder, pressing her eyes shut and holding her breath.

      “Damn it, would you two mind not making my job harder?” Laurel spat. It was only about ten more feet to the top.

      “I’ve considered your request, werecat, and the answer is no,” Manx said. “It is programmed into my DNA to create mischief. It literally pains me to be good…and then there’s that dysfunctional unicorn. There’s no helping him, so you’re pretty much screwed.”

      “Come on, guys,” Blisters called over the edge. “It’s dark up here, and I think there’s something watching me. Oh, and there’s a funny smell, but that might be me because I haven’t bathed in a few weeks and I think I stepped in dragon poop. But seriously, hurry up! I see eyes in the dark.”

      “Go help him,” Laurel ordered Manx.

      “Why we brought an accident-prone unicorn with us into a slippery and dark cave, I have no idea,” Manx said, flapping his wings to fly up to the mouth of the cave.

      Manx might pretend he didn’t like having Blisters around, but Laurel knew the truth. If something happened to any of them, they’d be glad they had Blisters. Every part of him could be used to heal. The unicorn couldn’t perform magic, but just like Manx, he was made of magic. Laurel wished the same were true of her, but she was only a werecat. There was nothing special about her, except that she had two sets of DNA and was tightly tied to both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure checked over her shoulder. She was largely powerless against zombies. They could be blasted with a spell, but they would keep coming—which was why creating zombies had been outlawed.

      Her dragon bodyguard regarded her with a thoughtful stare as she asked, “Shall we go meet some weredragons?”

      Micky just blinked up at her, a wisdom in the dragon’s eyes similar to what Azure had seen in Mage Lenore’s.

      She turned toward the castle entrance, feeling odd entering the building alongside a dragon. Her life just kept getting stranger. Azure wasn’t sure if she was more surprised by her escort or what it was protecting her from. Zombies and dragons… It seemed silly to her that months ago she had found it hard to accept that she was half-human. That was the least unusual part of her life now.

      Torches lined the arched entryway. Its walls were covered in bright green moss, and the smell of smoke was heavy in the air. Ahead the entrance gave way to a large courtyard from which loud noises could be heard.

      Micky froze in the shadows of the entryway and Azure turned back to her, wondering if she should stay back as well. She blinked at the dragon, unsure what to say. It wasn’t like she could understand the dragon, or vice versa. And then, quite clearly, she heard a voice in her head say, Go.

      A dragon’s roar made Azure jump, and when she swiveled to face the sound she felt something nudge her back. Micky was looking at her intently.

      Okay, just when Azure thought things couldn’t get weirder, they did. She nodded at the dragon and pivoted to face the courtyard. When Azure stepped into it, the sunlight made her squint. The yard was large, and the ground had buckled in many places. Half a dozen weredragons were gathered around a single figure in the middle of the courtyard. Oak crouched there with a long staff in his hands.

      A weredragon wearing black armor, its orange wings extended, launched himself at Oak, who pivoted, deflecting the weredragon’s assault easily. On the other side of him another weredragon hurled himself forward, but Oak ducked and the attacker flew over his head. The fight looked like it had been choreographed, and for that reason Azure simply stood and watched the strange dance. The weredragons all wore armor, some metal and others black leather. Each had the body of a man or a woman, although their skin was covered in iridescent scales and their backs were adorned with clawed wings of various colors. Their faces were more like Micky’s, with sharp angles and horns protruding, and their eyes matched their wings and scales, making Azure wonder if each color was linked to a special ability.

      A weredragon with bright-blue wings and scales caught Oak’s staff and pushed him back with it, and where before the wizard’s face had been focused now fear sprang into his eyes. Azure tensed, grabbing for her wand as Oak stumbled back weaponless. He halted when he’d been backed up to the stone wall. The bright-blue weredragon stalked forward, breaking the staff over his knee. The other weredragons just watched.

      Azure lifted her wand. What should she do? If she attacked the weredragons to save Oak they’d never give her a scale, but she decided it didn’t matter and pointed her wand. The bright-blue weredragon opened his mouth and roared. Ice shot from his lips, and he moved his face in a half-circle. Azure was trying to determine the best spell to use when laughter filled the courtyard, and the one laughing loudest was Oak. Around him on the wall was a line of ice and frost as if he’d been framed against the stone.

      “It appears I’m no match. I guess I’m rusty from the new life,” Oak said, pushing off the wall and smiling broadly.

      “Valiant effort, my friend,” the bright-blue weredragon said, nodding at Oak.

      Azure lowered her wand. So it had been a game, of sorts—sparring practice. She relaxed her shoulders. Knowing Oak hadn’t been in real danger was a giant relief and Azure released a breath, thinking that this was going to be a whole lot easier than she had thought.

      She cleared her throat, and every weredragon in the courtyard swung around to face her. The bright-blue weredragon shot across the intervening space, halting only a few feet from her. Azure tensed at the sudden movements. The weredragon looming over Azure opened his mouth, his breath misting. “How dare you enter our sanctuary, human! Your death will be fast.”

      Azure stumbled back. “Wait, I only followed Oak in here. I’m Queen Azure—”

      “I don’t care if the officials allowed you to come to Lancothy. Trespassing here is punished,” the weredragon snarled, his eyes narrowed with hostility.

      “Hoarfrost, she’s with me—the one I told you about,” Oak interrupted. He attempted to stride over, but was prevented by the other weredragons.

      “It doesn’t matter. This is our home, and she shouldn’t have entered. What if I just barged into your home?” Hoarfrost asked her.

      “I’m sorry. Oak entered, though. I don’t understand,” Azure said.

      “Oak is one of our brothers, and this is just as much his home as it is mine,” Hoarfrost said.

      “I’m sorry, I’ll—”

      Azure’s words were cut off by something in her head—a voice like the one before.

      Don’t apologize. Dragons believe it shows weakness. Assert yourself.

      Azure wondered if that was Micky. She straightened. With Oak being restrained and Hoarfrost bearing down on her she had little choice.

      “I meant to say that I’m here because I have business,” Azure began, her voice clear and loud. “I’m the queen of Virgo, and the new protector of the Howling Willow. If you have a problem with the fact that I invited myself into your castle, maybe we should fight. I, however, think that’s a horrible waste of time while vampires are spreading an epidemic and a zombie is loose in Lancothy.”

      Hoarfrost studied her with anger flaring in his eyes.

      “None of that erases the fact that you have trespassed and spied on us,” the weredragon said, frost on the edges of his lips.

      Azure paged through possible replies. How could she not apologize? How could she show strength? She felt Micky somewhere in her mind, lending her a strength she’d never felt before. It felt as old as time, and felt like her connection to the Howling Willow. Azure drew in an unhurried breath. “Again I ask, do you wish to duel over this matter? I’m not your enemy, but if you persist then you’ll make one of me.”

      Hoarfrost opened his mouth, and Azure tensed. She was bluffing so hard she thought a sign was printed on her forehead declaring it.

      Quite suddenly, Hoarfrost bowed low and the weredragons at his back knelt. When he straightened his face looked quite different, and he had a prideful appreciation in his eyes.

      “You have my respect, Queen Azure. I took you as a cowardly witch, but now realize I judged you poorly.” He indicated a giant room off to one side. “Please, will you join us? We will be dining soon.”

      Azure wanted to jump up and down. It had actually worked! She had been seconds from being frozen, but thanks to Micky she’d stood up to the weredragon and saved her ass. She nodded, holding her chin high. “Yes, I accept your invitation.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Monet and Ever strolled through the city of Lancothy trying to pretend that the glances they were receiving from the vendors they passed didn’t indicate contempt. Monet had even chanced a jolly smile at a wereoctopus, which was why there was ink all down the front of his robes.

      “Guess that will teach me to be friendly!” he remarked, pulling his wand from his robes.

      Ever held up a hand to stop him. “Remember what Laurel said about using magic in Lancothy?”

      “That the Weres have an inferiority complex, and would probably revolt against such things,” Monet said with a sigh, putting his wand away again. He directed his voice to the stall where the wereoctopus was still seething. “Fine. I adore wearing octopus ink on my robes. It’s a lovely pattern.”

      “Good job not attracting attention to us,” Ever said through a laugh.

      “Is it really my fault if my dynamic personality and stunning good looks attract attention?” Monet asked seriously.

      “No, it’s not. Such a curse you were born with, you sexy mofo,” Ever said as they left the market area and passed into the city center. The main government building stood in the center of the square, the flag high on its steeple waving in the wind. The faces of a dozen animals could be seen on the rippling fabric, and engraved over the entryway were the words Inside the Mountain we find Peace.

      Both men stopped and looked at the columns and the steps that led into Lancothy’s courthouse. They were there to convince the officials to aid them in their battle against the vampires, but Ever felt there might be a bigger mission for him. The day had started with news that had tightened his heart, but he still believed things could be turned around. Maybe Ever would never have what he longed for, but why not try and give that to others even if they didn’t know it was what they wanted? The people of Lancothy operated out of fear, meaning they merely survived. Ever thought he knew how to change things so that one day these wereanimals would thrive.
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        * * *

      

      After Laurel made it to the top of the ladder, Blisters knocked her over because he was so excited to see her. He’d been afraid she’d fallen to her death, or that a wereeagle had snatched her. The bird might have carried Laurel to its nest, unbothered by her screaming and thrashing, and there she’d have been dinner for the wereeagle’s four babies. That was just one of the many thoughts Blisters had entertained regarding Laurel’s fate.

      Overly excited by Laurel’s survival of the possible wereeagle attack Blisters ran straight at her, nearly knocking her over the edge. Her nails scratched at the cliff as she scrambled back up. Manx, in raven form, had grabbed the back of her shirt in his beak and was using it to lift her.

      “That’s not helping,” Laurel complained breathlessly. She finished her climb and set her back against the cave wall, winded. “You two are trying to kill me, aren’t you?”

      Blisters shook his head. His insides felt like pudding. Harming Laurel had not been his goal. In fact, that was his antigoal, but now he saw how in his excitement he’d put her into a dangerous position. He was always doing this kind of thing—wanting to help and then screwing it all up. It didn’t matter that he was a unicorn with spectacular wings. He was causing more problems than helping.

      “I’m sorry, Laurel. Truly sorry,” Blisters said, backing up.

      “Where are you going?” Manx asked, having changed into a goat.

      “I’ll go check out the cave for bats and leave you here, as far away from me as possible,” Blisters whimpered, his voice hoarse.

      “Blisters, I know you were just excited. It’s okay,” Laurel’s voice called from behind him, but he had already made up his mind. He trotted into the dark, slick cave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Azure shot a tentative look across the thick wooden table at Oak . The large room was stifling, as if they were inside the belly of a dragon. Azure peeled off her robes, throwing them over a chair before taking a seat.

      She realized at once that sitting down might have been a bit presumptuous of her, since all the weredragons were waiting in front of their seats.

      Azure shuffled to push out of her seat, but before she did she heard the voice in her head again. Micky’s voice. Own it. Make them think they should be waiting for you, not the other way around.

      Weredragon traditions and customs were so strange. Why hadn’t Oak told her anything to prepare her for all of this?

      Azure pushed her chest out, making eye contact with Hoarfrost. “You may all sit,” she said, her voice not betraying the fear vibrating inside of her.

      “Very well,” Hoarfrost said, motioning to the seats.

      To Azure’s relief Oak took the seat next to her. He turned to fix his robes, whispering quietly so only she could hear it, “Well played, Queen. Continue to open your mind to Micky. It will keep you alive, and help our chances.”

      Azure nodded, but covered the gesture by raising a large goblet to her mouth. The water was hot, nearly burning her tongue.

      “Oak tells us you want one of our scales,” Hoarfrost said, which produced much laughter around the table.

      “And he said that although you might give it to him, you won’t give it to me,” Azure agreed, sitting tall.

      “That’s correct,” a green weredragon on the far side of the table told her. “A family might be willing to give something valuable to a family member, but they will not offer it to someone outside the unit. Now, what the family member chooses to do with it…that’s their business, especially if it will benefit him in return.”

      Azure nodded. That made sense.

      “Since we know Oak doesn’t want the scale for himself, it’s important that we know who it goes to and why,” Hoarfrost said.

      “I have a genie in a lamp, and I want to release him,” Azure said.

      “I’ve never heard that our scales had anything to do with giving genies freedom,” a red weredragon next to Azure said.

      “That’s right,” she replied. “There’s a witch in New Egypt who knows how to free the genie.”

      “And she wants the scale in return for the information,” Hoarfrost guessed.

      “Yes, so grilling me will not offer you what you want to know about where the scale will end up. Will that be a problem?” Azure asked, injecting confidence into her voice.

      Hoarfrost and Oak exchanged looks. “Your mission is an honorable one, although you should know that if this witch uses the scale for something nefarious you will be liable.”

      If you agree to that they won’t relinquish the scale to Oak. This is a test. Dragons love their games.

      Azure ruminated on Micky’s advice, then tapped her fingers on the surface of the table, looking at each of the weredragons briefly. “I refuse to be held responsible for what another person does. As you have mentioned, my reason for wanting the scale and my overall mission are honorable. How dare you expect me to pay the price for someone else? I wouldn’t even do that for someone in my kingdom.”

      The weredragons rustled their wings as they exchanged curious glances. “You do not speak like most humans,” Hoarfrost said.

      “How would you know how humans speak? You have barricaded yourself inside of Lancothy for a long time. When did you last see a sunset?” Azure dared to ask.

      “We do not need to see the sunset. We share our ancestor’s memories and see the setting sun as they once did,” Hoarfrost replied.

      Azure gave a quiet laugh. “To dream of a sunset and to experience it are two very different things.”

      “You are quite bold, aren’t you, witch?” Hoarfrost asked, his voice crackling with anger.

      He can help you with your goal. Demand his help, Micky said in Azure’s mind.

      Azure drew in a breath that seemed to burn her nostrils. “Hoarfrost, the officials will be considering something radical very soon. Will you support the idea?”

      “Why should I?” he asked, his voice sharp.

      “Because you know I’m right,” Azure began. “The memories of your ancestors will only sustain you for so long, and if you review them you’ll realize there’s little to fear. You are, after all, weredragons. I was under the impression that was something to be revered.” Azure shrugged, peering downward as if she’d changed her mind. “Maybe the rumors are false. Maybe weredragons aren’t fierce after all.”

      Several of the weredragons emitted soft growls that echoed around the room, and their eyes glowed brightly as they leaned toward her. Azure pressed back into her chair, slipping her hand under the table to search for her wand. Many of the weredragons leaned forward as if they were about to pounce on her and she had a flash of being overwhelmed by the beasts, unable to combat their fire, ice, and who-knew-what-else. Would Oak be able to save her?

      A large silver cart thundered through the door, yanking everyone’s attention in that direction. Sitting on the cart, which was being pushed by a weredog, was a roasted pig, one of the animals from the farms on the far side of the valley. Behind the cart, a werecat carried a tray steaming with other roasted meats. The weredragons turned to the table, gnashing their teeth and uttering guttural growls.

      “Dinner’s timing has saved you,” Hoarfrost said from across the table. “As for your demand, Queen Azure, we shall see.”
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        * * *

      

      A plethora of wereanimals were scattered down the long corridor of the government building. Monet pulled his hood over his head, partially covering his face. Some wereanimals could change into human form, and some were stuck in-between. Many had regressed so far that they were mostly animal, having lost any trace of their human form. The ones in the building were like Laurel. They looked like animals, but exhibited the poise of humans as they conversed and walked. A weregiraffe and a werezebra stared Monet and Ever down as they passed.

      “We’ve officially strolled into the belly of the beast,” Monet said between tight lips. “But what kind of beast, I don’t know. Maybe a hippo?”

      “Leave the talking to me,” Ever said, stopping in front of a reception desk. A weredeer pinned her eyes intently on the two as she waited for them to address her. She uncrossed her hooves on the surface of the desk and recrossed them the other way.

      “What is your business here in Lancothy?” she asked.

      Everyone in the hall halted to listen.

      Ever straightened. “We represent the queen of Virgo. She has a meeting with the officials.”

      “Where is the queen, then?” the weredeer asked, looking behind Monet and Ever.

      “She had business with the weredragons first,” Ever answered.

      The weredeer stood up from the desk. Her long body was covered in a black robe, the kind Laurel wore. “The queen set up a meeting with the officials, but she thinks it better to meet with the weredragons. Is that right?” She shook her head and clicked her tongue with disapproval.

      “I’m sure they will understand that we are all pressed for time,” Ever stated as the weredeer opened a door and ushered them inside.

      “You know little if you think the officials will be so understanding,” the weredeer told them.
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        * * *

      

      “Blisters, you’ve saved Oriceran from vampires, found a potion to make Gillian grow, and discovered a plant that produces marshmallows. How can we ever thank you?” Blisters said, his voice squeaky. He trotted forward and then bowed slightly, enjoying his fantasy.

      “Queen Azure, saving your kingdom is thanks enough for me. I do all this because I’m noble at heart,” Blisters said, blinking up at an imaginary Azure.

      “And then they’ll throw a huge party to celebrate me,” Blisters sang, spinning around, his eyes wide with excitement from his vision. “Witches will lavish me with garlands, and wizards will kneel to me when I prance through the streets. And dumb old Manx will have to clean up after me every single day.”

      Something scratched at the cave floor behind Blisters. He whipped around, expecting Manx to have followed him. Even squinting, though, it was hard for Blisters to make out anything. He’d traveled so far into the cave that there was little light. A glow showed in front of him, where the cave emptied into the valley.

      Blisters desperately wished he’d paid more attention during his unicorn lessons. How many times had he said that, though? With the right level of concentration his horn could glow, which would offer him a little light, but the elders had given up trying to teach him the skill.

      Blisters clamped his mouth shut, held his breath, and pushed all his efforts into making the horn on his head light up. Air shot out of his ears instead.

      “Errrr…” he said, kicking at a nearby wall and slipping. His hooves scrambled underneath him a few times before he landed flat on his stomach.

      Wet and frustrated, Blisters tried several times to get back to his feet, but only slid back down. He let out a long breath after he finally secured his balance.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka,” something whispered at his back.

      Blisters spun around, nearly falling again. “Manx, is that you?”

      “Chickaaaaa,” the voice whispered.

      “This isn’t funny,” Blisters said. “How did you get on that side of the cave? I didn’t see you pass me.” The dumb pooka had probably flown over Blisters’ head. He had to remember that he could fly now too. He shouldn’t allow the pooka to get the better of him by putting snakes and spiders in his—well, Monet’s—bed. When they returned to the House of Enchanted, Blisters was going to defend himself against Manx. Stand up for himself for the first time.

      “Chicka…sssssss,” the voice said.

      Blisters froze. Blinked. He needed to see what was up ahead. He strained with all his might to make the horn light up, and a loud fart echoed through the cave.

      “Oh, shoot,” Blisters said, his cheeks warming with embarrassment. Whoever was ahead—or whatever—well, they weren’t laughing at him, which was good.

      “Hello?” Blisters asked. “Is someone here?”

      Blisters felt something scuttle by him. Something large…nearly his size.

      “Hello?” Blisters asked, pressing back against the wall, his heart hammering. “Who are you?”

      “Scabs,” something said, its voice deep.

      Blisters shuffled forward. Maybe he’d just met a friend. The light from the other side of the cave grew in intensity as he went in Laurel and Manx’s direction.

      “Scabs? I’m Blisters,” he said.

      “I know who you are,” the voice said from in front of him. “I’ve been watching you.” Scabs’ voice was now behind him.

      “Watching me? Why?” Blisters asked, turning around and blinking in the dark.

      “Because I’m your shadow,” Scabs said.

      “Shadow?” Blisters laughed. “That’s silly.”

      “Is it? Not if you’re me, and tired of being left in the dark,” Scabs hissed.

      Blisters pushed power into his horn, focusing like he’d never done before. He felt the horn warm and then the faintest of glows blossomed between his eyes, bathing the area in a soft light—which was when he saw it. Standing only a few yards away was a unicorn just like him—the same size, and with wings and a glowing horn. But Scabs wasn’t white with rainbow hair and blue eyes. Scabs was black. Entirely black, and he wore a sinister grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Queen Azure,” Hoarfrost said, pulling one of the closest platters of meat toward him, “All we have to serve you is meat. If that is a problem—”

      “It’s not a problem.” Azure grabbed a drumstick from a roasted chicken in front of her. She bit straight into the meat, tearing through skin and gristle.

      Hoarfrost watched her for a moment. Micky was obviously telepathic. Were the weredragons telepathic as well? She didn’t think so, for some reason. Or maybe her mind was open to Micky and closed to these weredragons. Gran had said that telepathic links were sometimes automatically established when someone became a protector and was therefore trusted.

      Beside Hoarfrost a weredragon with red scales and wings held up a giant chicken thigh. He opened his mouth and fire shot out, blackening the meat.

      “It was cooked perfectly,” the weredragon next to Azure said. She had yellow scales and more elegant wings than the others. “I’m not sure why you insist on burning your food, Inferno.”

      “I don’t dictate how you eat your meat,” Inferno replied, his red eyes narrowing. “Why do you think you can tell me how I should eat, Lightning?”

      The weredragon didn’t answer. turning instead to Azure, her eyes brimming with curiosity. “What does Oak want from you in return for the scale?”

      Azure wiped the grease from her mouth with her fingers since napkins hadn’t been provided. She could be a real pain in the ass and ask for one, but decided that she’d better play it safe since she hadn’t been struck with fire, ice, lightning, or anything else just yet.

      “How do you know he wants something in exchange for the scale?” Azure asked. Oak was deeply engaged in a conversation with the green weredragon on his other side.

      Lightning smiled, showing deadly sharp teeth. “This world and all others are based on exchange. Nothing exists for long that does not take and give. It is the natural order of things.”

      Azure mused on this notion. “What about gifts? Maybe Oak is simply giving it to me.”

      The weredragon nodded. “Gifts are given with the intent of receiving something in exchange. Is that what he’s doing? Usually it is affection, admiration, or good will. Is that the case? Is Oak giving it to you as a gift?”

      Azure shook her head. “It’s true that he’s asked for something. He wants me to give him the essence of true love in exchange for the scale.”

      Lightning leaned forward, appraising Oak with admiration. “That warrior never gives up, I’ll give him that much.”

      Azure turned to look at Oak, perplexed. He was still talking excitedly to the other weredragon and didn’t seem to know he was the subject of the neighboring conversation. “You mean,” Azure said to Lightning, “Oak has been trying to get this for a while?”

      “I do not know Oak, nor do any of us,” Lightning began. “However, we are connected through our ancestral consciousness, and that informed me long ago that Oak was on the hunt for the essence of true love.”

      Dragons were incredibly strange and wonderful creatures, Azure thought. They had such an interesting connection to one another, like how Micky was hooked into Azure’s mind. Now that she was aware of the connection, she felt the dragon in her mind like a hook in fabric.

      “If he’s been trying for so long, I’m guessing securing it will be difficult,” Azure said mostly to herself.

      “I understand that true love—or any emotion, for that matter—is nearly impossible to contain. True love will probably be the most difficult,” the weredragon said.

      Azure set down her drumstick as doubt filled her insides, making her suddenly lose her appetite.

      “Most don’t know how to contain true love correctly and waste their chance, since it can only be caught when the emotion is first felt and therefore flaring strongly,” Lightning said, her bright-yellow eyes intense. “But the real problem is that finding true love is incredibly difficult. Furthermore, being in the right place at the right time to capture the emotion is another impossible part of the equation.”

      Azure’s face must have registered her defeat because Lightning said, “This doesn’t mean that it’s impossible. Unlikely, maybe.”

      “It sounds like my first problem will be finding out how to contain the essence of true love,” Azure said. She’d never heard of emotions being contained, and wished she would have asked Gran about it when she’d had a chance.

      “That’s where most fail, I suspect,” Lightning said, eyeing Inferno with disgust as he blasted another piece of meat.

      “Do you know how it’s done?” Azure thought it would be a longshot to ask a weredragon for the solution, but she was more than desperate.

      “I do not,” she replied. “However, there is a witch named Dolly who knows.”

      Azure wondered how this weredragon who had never left Lancothy could know such a thing. We’re all connected, Micky said in her mind.

      Right, Azure thought. The dragons seemed to share a universal mind, which was akin to how she was connected to everything through the Howling Willow.

      “Dolly…” Azure repeated. “Where do I find this witch?”

      “I do not have an answer to that,” Lightning said.

      Azure nodded and thanked the weredragon for what she had offered, then excused herself from the table. She needed to get away from the blistering heat in the room and find some fresh air. Her head swam from the warmth, and the impossible task of finding a witch on Oriceran knowing only her name. Even the Howling Willow needed more than that to supply information.
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        * * *

      

      “The officials will see you now,” the weredeer said, pointing to a room at the end of the hallway.

      “Did you bring a presentation, because I was just going to wing this whole thing?” Monet said to Ever. The young wizard was trying to lighten the mood, since he increasingly felt like they were walking into a trap. They’d ambled farther and farther into this stone building, earning contemptuous stares from all they passed. There was nothing stopping one of the wereanimals from attacking them and imprisoning them forever. Monet cringed at the idea of having to eat wereanimal food, since he was pretty certain the kitchen staff weren’t required to wear hairnets.

      “All we have to do is state the facts,” Ever said, always the voice of reason.

      “Facts. Sure,” Monet said, sliding through the door into a surprisingly bright room. It was long, and lined with windows. Behind a table were three cantankerous faces. Wereturtles. The officials were all reptiles with hard shells. Their saggy green skin made them look especially old.

      “I like the color of your shells,” Monet said, striding forward and pointing to his hair, which was the same shade.

      “Where is the queen of Virgo, and who are you?” the turtle on the left asked, taking an exceptionally long time to deliver the question.

      “Queen Azure sent us, and asked that we make a request of your government,” Ever said, once again at Monet’s side.

      “The queen of Virgo is in no position to make requests. We only allowed her entry because council rules required it,” the middle turtle said.

      “There’s an epidemic of vampirism spreading through Oriceran,” Ever told them. “We have reason to believe that vampires will be entering the caves of Lancothy to capture the bats that reside there.”

      “That is no concern of ours,” the wereturtle on the right said.

      “It should be,” Monet exclaimed, “because if vampirism spreads, all your people…errr, animals could be bitten.”

      “We have no magic, and therefore cannot be changed,” the first turtle said.

      “No, but you can be bitten and die from the virus,” Monet stated. “I’ve heard that it eats at your insides until internal bleeding swamps your organs, and then you die an excruciatingly painful death.”

      All three turtles sucked their heads into their shells, probably to hide from the thought of such an end.

      “An epidemic of vampirism is a problem for all of us,” Ever said calmly.

      “Could a vampire even enter our land?” one turtle poked its head out to ask the others.

      “They aren’t living, so I assume they can,” the middle one replied after deliberating for what seemed like an hour.

      “We’re trying to find a way to protect the bats or move them back to Earth where they came from,” Ever cut in. “Until then, we need your help with guarding them. We’re outnumbered, but you could help us.”

      “How can we help?” one of the officials asked.

      “We need guards at both entrances of the cave,” Ever explained.

      “Impossible,” the first turtle retorted. “That would require one of our residents to leave Lancothy. That’s forbidden.”

      “That’s another part of the problem,” Ever stated. “Vampires could enter Lancothy at night. Since the werewolves own the night, that presents a huge problem.”

      “What do you propose we do about that, Light Elf?” asked the turtle in the middle. They all looked exactly the same, down to the spectacles they wore on their pointed faces.

      “It’s fairly straight forward,” Monet said. “The shaman who cursed Lancothy said that as long as the wereanimals cut themselves off from the rest of Oriceran this land would remain out of balance. Seems pretty simple to me.”

      The turtles ever so slowly looked at each other. “We’re not following you,” the one on the left said.

      Monet suppressed the condescending sigh that was longing to spill from his mouth. “Open your borders. Leave Lancothy. Break your curse.”

      Loud gasps shot from the officials’ mouths before their heads disappeared back into their shells.

      “Oh, come on, guys!” Monet complained. “It’s beautiful and bright out there in the world. You have no idea what you’re missing.”

      “We know we’re missing nothing,” boomed a voice behind them. There was a giant werebear standing squarely in the entrance, his body entirely blocking the door.
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        * * *

      

      Laurel gritted her teeth and hit two stones together, but frustratingly it only produced a small spark. Again. For ten minutes she’d been trying to light the torch Manx had helped her make.

      A commotion echoed down the tunnel and Laurel turned, squinting. She could see well in the dark but not well enough to locate all the bats, since the animals blended into the cave so well.

      She registered Blisters speeding in their direction. The unicorn collided with her, knocking her down on her back. His hooves pressed sharply into her side as he tried to push his head under Laurel’s body.

      “Blisters, what’s gotten into you?” Laurel asked, shoving him off her. She rubbed her arms, which the scared unicorn had nearly trampled. Thank goodness he wasn’t that large, or they’d all be dead by now.

      “Th-th-there’s something in the cave,” Blisters stuttered.

      Laurel and Manx exchanged nervous glances. “Is it a vampire?” Manx asked. He was in his dog form.

      Blisters shook his head, his rainbow mane swinging into his face. “No. It’s a-a-a unicorn named ‘Scabs.’”

      Laurel couldn’t help it. A laugh erupted from her mouth. It made her feel better that Manx joined her, laughing and barking at the same time.

      “I’m serious, guys,” Blisters said. “I saw him. He has black hair and a black mane, and his eyes were black. And get this…even his horn was black.”

      Manx abruptly stopped laughing and looked quite serious. “I have a question.”

      “Yes?” Blisters asked. “What?”

      “What color were his hooves? Don’t tell me they were black too?” Manx asked, overcome by more laughter.

      “This is serious, guys. This unicorn said he was my shadow and h-h-he sort of growled at me. I have a feeling he wants to hurt me,” Blisters said.

      “Growled at you?” Manx asked. “Why didn’t you say so before! That seems pretty serious.”

      “I told you it was,” Blisters said breathlessly.

      Manx turned to Laurel. “Sounds like you should go start a cat-fight. Hiss at that growling unicorn.”

      Laurel shook her head. “Blisters, we don’t have time for these games. We’re trying to start a fire so we can see the bats.”

      “Oh, was that why you were trying to start a fire, little kitty?” Manx said, laughing again.

      “Yes, and you’re the one who made the torch,” Laurel said, pointing at the stick on the ground.

      “My bad,” Manx said. “I just thought you were cold.” He shifted into his stallion form, which took up most of the space, his head nearly brushing the ceiling. His eyes shone like beacons, casting a pure white light.

      “Are you kidding me, Manx?” Laurel asked. “You forgot to tell me that you had built-in lights?”

      “Oops,” Manx said, not at all sounding remorseful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The damp air outside in the courtyard of the castle was a welcome change from the stuffy room where the weredragons sat devouring their meat. Azure thought about checking on Micky, but decided that she had better not draw attention to the dragon, who had stationed herself at the entrance of the castle. Micky seemed to know what she was doing.

      Instead Azure took this rare moment alone to relax. Settling herself down on a bale of hay, she closed her eyes and listened to the rhythm of her breathing. Reynolds, when he was her tutor, had taught her about mini-meditations. The wizard had encouraged Azure to take timeouts to center her thoughts.

      “If you can find a quiet space in your head, usually you’ll find there are answers written there,” Reynolds had once told her.

      “I know where to find Dolly,” a squeaky voice said in her head.

      Wow, this meditation business is great, Azure thought. She had never found an answer so fast before. Usually she had to really settle into her practice.

      “Psst… Did you hear me?” asked the voice again, tickling her ear.

      Wait, it wasn’t in her head. Azure opened her eyes to find the courtyard empty. She stared around, trying to find where the voice had come from.

      Something zipped in front of her face.

      Buzz. Buzz.

      Azure swiped her hand through the air to swat the horsefly as she continued to try to find the source of the voice.

      “Hey, stop it,” the voice yelled. “I’m trying to help you, you ungrateful queen.”

      Azure halted and her eyes crossed as she homed in on what was buzzing just in front of her face, as she leaned back it came into focus. Floating in the air was a tiny man of sorts. He had giant pointy ears, whiskers like Laurel’s, and was wearing a brown suit like Gillian’s—but the strangest part was that the small man was riding a large horse fly. It hovered in place briefly before circling around and landing on the hay bale next to Azure.

      “What are you?” Azure asked, scooting off the bale onto the ground so her chin was even with the small man and his fly. It had been outfitted with a harness, from which the man dismounted.

      “I’m Pedgit, the brownie,” the tiny man said, bowing slightly.

      “Brownie?” Azure asked. She’d read about those—mythical creatures who cleaned cottages in exchange for biscuits and honey. “I didn’t think brownies were real.”

      Pedgit slapped the fly on its side, and it lifted into the air and flew away. “You just dined with hungry weredragons and you’re questioning my existence?”

      Azure squinted at the man. He was about the size of a thimble, with rosy cheeks and disheveled hair under his lopsided cap. “Sorry, that doesn’t make any sense. I just didn’t know that brownies were… Well, I always thought you were fairytales.”

      Pedgit puffed out his chest. “Real, we are.” He swept his arm at the courtyard. “Who do you think is responsible for the upkeep of this castle?”

      “You are?” Azure asked.

      “And a dozen other brownies, so I can’t take all the credit. Lord knows they’ll hear about it if I try.” Pedgit settled onto his knees and began digging into the hay bale, looking for something.

      “Oh, well, I’m sure the weredragons are really grateful for your help,” Azure said, watching the strange little man.

      Pedgit pulled his hand from the hay and shook his head. “They don’t know we even exist. It’s the brownie’s job to serve and we do it without compliment or payment, although we might nick a bit of food and drink here and there.”

      “I’m sure that’s a reasonable exchange,” Azure said, watching as the brownie sank his hand into another spot in the hay bale.

      “Where on Oriceran did I put that?” Pedgit asked, feeling around deep into the hay. “I know I stuffed some a Chianti in here.”

      “What are you looking for?” Azure asked.

      Pedgit pulled out a small bottle, triumph on his face. “Here it is,” he said, uncorking it and taking a long drink. “And I’m here because you’re looking for something, or rather someone.”

      “Dolly, the witch,” Azure guessed. “You heard that conversation?”

      Pedgit nodded, hiccupping as he took another sip of red wine. “I did indeed.”

      “And you know where to find her?”

      “I’ve cared for many homes across Oriceran and Earth in my time,” Pedgit stated, sitting down and getting comfortable with his bottle. Azure thought she might sneeze from the hay, but held it in. One sneeze from this distance would probably end her new friendship forever.

      “I’m most grateful for your help,” Azure said, thinking that she’d finally gotten a lucky break. “Where can I find Dolly?”

      “Las Vegas,” the brownie chirped.

      “Las-what?” Azure asked. “Where on Oriceran is that?”

      “It isn’t. It’s on Earth.” Pedgit drained the bottle and immediately got onto his hands and knees to dig into the hay bale again. He was teetering a bit by now.

      “Oh,” Azure said. “Where in Las—”

      “Vegas. Las Vegas,” Pedgit completed her sentence. “You’ll find Dolly at the Graceland Wedding Chapel. That’s where she works now, or did the last time I checked. I used to clean her house, but the desert air in Las Vegas was too dry for my skin so I returned to Oriceran.”

      “Graceland Wedding Chapel,” Azure repeated, trying to lock in the name of the place so she could remember it later.

      “There it is.” Pedgit pulled another full bottle of red wine from the inside of the hay bale. Who knew how many he had hidden in there—or elsewhere in the castle.

      “This Dolly…she knows how to contain the essence of true love?” Azure asked.

      “I’d think so,” Pedgit said, spilling a bit down his front as he uncorked the wine. He leaned forward and looked around as if he were trying to ensure they weren’t overheard. “She’s a love expert.”

      “Just the person I need to see,” Azure said, her thoughts crushed by a sudden flash of Ever.
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        * * *

      

      Ever took several steps back at the sight of the giant werebear. The last time he’d met Lorde, who was the leader of a rebel group of wereanimals, the bear had tried to murder him and Azure.

      “Lorde, we’ve got this under control,” one of the turtles said.

      The werebear thundered toward Ever and Monet. He stood at least nine feet tall, and wore leather armor that was tied together with wire. His teeth were bared.

      “You cowards can handle nothing,” Lorde boomed, blowing hot rank air over Ever and Monet and the turtles behind them.

      To Ever’s surprise Monet stepped forward, hand extended. “Monet Torrance at your service. I’m the Potions Master for Virgo, and have a wide assortment of breath-refreshing formulas that you might find handy.”

      “Wizard, you don’t belong here.” Lorde picked Monet up by his robes, holding him high in the air.

      Unflustered, Monet said, “Actually, the ones who don’t belong here are all of you. If you left this mountain the werewolf problem would go away, we could guard the bats, and the world of Oriceran would open its arms wide to your uniqueness.”

      Lorde threw Monet toward the door, but he disappeared before he hit it and reappeared in front of Lorde. “That wasn’t very nice. I’m trying to help you.”

      Lorde blinked down at the wizard, his eyes crossing. “How did you do that?”

      “It’s called ‘magic,’ but don’t hurt your big dumb brain with it,” Monet spat.

      “Monet,” Ever warned.

      “How dare you?” Lorde reached forward for Monet again but he stepped to the side, so this time the bear grabbed Ever and held him above his head. Ever was just about to create a spell to disable his attacker when he slammed to the ground. Lorde was on his side, having been hit by something.

      “Staying inside the mountain of Lancothy is no way to live,” Monet lectured the wereanimals, pointing his wand at the werebear who was scrambling to get back up. Ropes sprang from Monet’s wand and wrapped around Lorde’s arms and ankles. Ever stood up and cast a disarming spell to make Lorde less resistant. When he was fully restrained, the three wereturtles joined them in front of the powerless werebear.

      “This is quite unorthodox,” one of the turtles said.

      “You’ve been allowing Lorde to bully you,” Ever stated, looking down at the officials.

      “He’s right that the world outside Lancothy will judge us harshly. He wants to wage war on anyone who is different from us,” the first turtle said.

      “And how does that make you any different from those who ostracize you?” Ever asked.

      “That’s why we have remained inside Lancothy. We’re safe here. It’s the right thing for all, because inside the mountain we are at peace,” the second turtle said.

      “It might be the safe thing to do, but no one can live a full life in Lancothy—not you, and not the werewolves. The only option is to leave, and liberate yourself from the restraints your ancestors imposed,” Ever said, his voice getting more intense as he spoke.

      “We’ve heard your request, but we cannot honor it,” the third turtle said, shaking his head. “Our ways preserve us. They keep us safe.”

      “But when you live in a mountain, it only takes one eruption to blow everything up,” Monet argued, a new intensity in his eyes.

      Lorde fought against the spell, turning his head to the side with venom in his eyes. “Our ways have served us. We will not subject ourselves to the judgments of others—not without a war.”

      Ever shook his head. “What you all fail to see is that war is coming. And because you’ve either stuck your head in the sand or chosen violence as a solution, you’ll be ill-prepared when the enemy strikes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The flying horses landed gracefully inside the Precinct of Mut. Sari didn’t take the hand that Reynolds offered when she dismounted. The truth was that flying all day and searching for the missing Book of the Dead pages had worn her out, but no way in hell was she going to show it.

      “Sari, the sun is setting,” Gillian said, striding over. He had nearly fallen to the ground when he got off his own mount. Blisters was a better size for Gillian, but the gnome had jumped at the chance to ride the mysterious winged horse.

      Sari scrunched her nose at the gnome.  “Dear Gillian, I’m old, but I’m not senile. I’m well aware that night is quickly approaching.”

      “Then you’re aware that when night falls vampires come out,” Gillian stated.

      “What?” Sari asked, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “These vampires you’re referring to…they won’t hurt us, will they?”

      Gillian pulled off his bowler hat and wiped his brow with his handkerchief. “I’m just not sure this is worth the risk. We can continue searching tomorrow.”

      “We’re already here. Last site for the day, I promise,” Sari said. The three had been searching pyramids and other ancient New Egyptian sites all day. The truth was that Sari was starting to worry that the lost pages were on Earth, which meant she wasn’t going to be able to help Azure find them. The trip to the Precinct of Mut had taken longer than Sari had expected, and she knew that Gillian was right to be worried. As soon as the sun set, the desert would be crawling with vampires.

      “Let’s be fast,” Reynolds said, striding for the Mut temple.

      They left the Pegasi by the Sacred Lake, which was shaped like the letter “C” and surrounded by trees. It would provide a bit of relief for the animals, which had been flying for most of the day.

      The Precinct of Mut was located next to Djoser’s Pyramid, which would have to be searched as well. Sari shivered at the idea of entering another dusty old pyramid. They’d been in so many labyrinths of tunneled chambers that day; she was quite tired of trespassing on burial sites. She much preferred the open temples comprised of statues and columns.

      “This temple is fitting for you,” Reynolds said as they entered the stone structure.

      “I’m certain you’re trying to bait me by piquing my interest,” Sari said, her voice flat.

      Reynolds’ long black robe billowed behind him as he strode past engraved columns that soared high into the sky. “That I am. Mut was the Mother Goddess, and was married to Amun Ra, the King of Gods.”

      “She was also mother to Khonsu, the god of the moon,” Gillian said, disappearing behind a statue of a lion-headed goddess.

      “Why is that important?” Gran asked, staring up at the statue of Sekhmet. Similar statues littered the temple.

      “Because Khonsu sought to create balance with the vampires, so he created werewolves. They were to be the vampires’ natural enemy, corralling them one night of the month during the full moon. A werewolf’s bite is deadly to a vampire, you know,” Gillian said, walking back around the statue.

      “So Ra, the sun god, made it so that vampires could only go out at night? And then Khonsu decided that on one of those nights each month they’d be hunted by werewolves?” Sari shook her head. “If I didn’t loathe the monsters I’d feel sorry for them. They can’t catch a break.”

      “Yes, the Egyptian gods worked hard to create limitations for the vampires,” Gillian said, disappearing behind a column.

      “If they hadn’t, there would be no stopping vampires. They’d be too powerful. Then we’d have no magic left on Oriceran,” Reynolds said.

      “And now we’re that much closer to protecting that magic,” Gillian said, coming around the other side of the column holding a thick piece of parchment.

      Sari’s mouth popped open. “Is that…”

      Gillian nodded. “Yes, it’s one of the lost pages from the Book of the Dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The beast caught his prey’s smell as soon as she left the castle, and he left the carcass he’d been devouring. The zombie’s hunger was strongest when he was stalking the girl. It owned him all the time now.

      Wiping the blood off his chin, the zombie narrowed his eyes at the figures emerging from the castle. He hadn’t dared enter the high-walled structure; the smell of the dragons had been a natural deterrent. Instead he’d waited. The girl wouldn’t always be guarded, and when she was finally alone he’d strike, then end his own suffering by bringing her to his master.

      The zombie sank his teeth back into the flesh of the animal he’d killed for one last bite before staggering after the three, although he kept his distance.
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        * * *

      

      Azure’s eyes watered from the candles burning on the table in front of them, which gave off wisps of smoke. Needless to say, she’d had her fill of smoke and heat for the day. And meat…

      The inn where they were staying was run by a surprisingly nice family of weremice. They had treated the group differently than others in Lancothy, offering a level of hospitality that had worried Azure at first. When she’d been hesitant, the mother of the family, who had over a dozen children scurrying around, gave her a sympathetic smile.

      “We are often treated poorly by our own people,” the weremouse explained. “They think we’re weak, especially the predators. That’s why we prefer to keep to ourselves on the outskirts here.”

      It appeared that the hierarchy of the animal kingdom operated strongly in Lancothy. Strange that they locked themselves away from prejudice but kept it alive in their segregated population.

      “They flat out said no?” Azure asked, staring at the salad in front of her. When the weremouse informed Azure they didn’t serve meat and apologized, she quickly put any worries to rest. Salad was just fine.

      “Well, I believe the wereturtles’ exact words were, ‘We’ve heard your request, but we cannot honor it,’ which pretty much sounds like no to me,” Monet told her, staring at his own salad like he was hoping it would turn into a thick steak.

      Azure pushed up from the small table. The group was a bit cramped in the two-room cottage, but they’d be safe for the night—which was all that mattered. Oak and the dragons were secure in the barn. Micky had looked back several times when Azure had departed for the house, but there was no room for the dragon in the cottage and she couldn’t remain outside without provoking the werewolves. This was a chance Azure had to take, and even Oak knew that.

      She moved to the window that looked out over the rolling hills. “Why do they have to be so stubborn.? Without the officials’ help we’re not going to be able to guard the bats. Don’t they see that their own fear will cause their downfall?”

      “There’s nothing to fear but fear itself,” Ever said, watching Azure as she stalked back and forth in front of the window.

      “That’s good,” Monet told him. “I’m totally stealing that line from you.”

      “You’re not stealing it from me, you’re stealing it from Franklin D. Roosevelt,” Ever informed him.

      Monet opened his mouth to ask a question, but he shook his head. “Another Earth thing, I’m assuming. If I were you, I’d just take credit for all this stuff. We wouldn’t be the wiser.”

      Ever pursed his lips and shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. No legacy is so rich as honesty.”

      Azure liked those words and the way they were strung together. “Who said that?”

      Ever turned and gave her a look of offense. “I just did, My Queen.”

      “I’m sorry,” Azure said, with a slight smile. “I just figured…”

      “Well, my point is that honesty is the best policy,” Ever said.

      “I like the way you put that, although I wholeheartedly disagree,” Monet said.

      Azure leaned over and picked up Finswick, who’d spent the day hunting men the size of thimbles. Most in the group hadn’t believed him when he’d told the story, but Azure knew he wasn’t lying.

      “How many bats did you find?” Azure asked Laurel.

      “A whole whopping three,” Laurel said, massaging her back. She’d apparently taken a series of falls.

      “There have to be more than that in those caves,” Azure said, absentmindedly twirling her wand in her fingers.

      “I’m sure there are,” Manx said. He was in fox form, sitting on the wide window seat. “And we would have found them if someone hadn’t distracted us with a tall tale about a shadow self that was trying to kill him.”

      “I wasn’t lying,” Blisters cried from his place in front of the fire. He looked more defeated than Azure had ever seen him, and he’d lost his usual perkiness. “You should have seen him. He was black, with a black mane and tail. His horn was even black. And his eyes were—”

      “Black…yes, we get it,” Manx said, cutting him off. “Unicorns come in all different colors, just like pookas.”

      “That’s the thing. Unicorns aren’t black,” Blisters said.

      “Yes, and I was lying. Pookas are only black. It’s a rule,” Manx said.

      “But a rose of any other color would still smell as sweet,” Ever said, leaning back in his seat and intertwining his hands behind his head.

      “I’m not sure what roses have to do with anything,” Monet said, pushing his untouched salad away.

      They hadn’t made nearly enough progress today. The bats weren’t secure, the officials of Lancothy were unwilling to listen to reason, and a zombie was hunting Azure. She looked down at Finswick, seeing something in his hair. Gingerly she picked out a little piece of cloth that was tangled into his black and white fur. It was a hat…from a brownie.

      “Ever, do you think you could take me to Las Vegas?” Azure asked.

      He looked up at her, his forehead creasing. “You’re in a mood to gamble and get an STD, huh?”

      “What? And what?” Azure asked. “No, I was told that I could find a woman in Las Vegas who might be able to help me with the containing spell. I still need to capture the essence of true love for Oak.”

      Ever thought for a moment. “I guess we can go tonight. I could open a portal inside the cottage.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Monet said, standing. “Are there cheese and meat in this Las Wegas place?”

      An amused smile spread across Ever’s mouth. “There are buffets of cheese, meat, and everything else you can dream of in Las Vegas.”

      “Then I’m going too. I’m famished from defeating werebears and tolerating slow-ass wereturtles,” Monet said.

      “And as a bonus, there will be more room in this cramped cottage,” Manx said, standing and morphing into his dog form.
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        * * *

      

      Now was the time—she was away from the dragon. The zombie staggered across the grounds. The locks on the doors of the cottage couldn’t keep him out. Nothing could.

      The hunger overwhelmed him now, clawing at his insides, but soon it would be over. One bite—that was all it would take. Then he would carry the girl back to his master. He could walk through fire. Conquer any enemy. Completing his mission would give him the strength.

      A howl ripped through the night but the zombie ignored it, having finally arrived at the thick wooden door of the cottage. He wrapped his gray fingers around the handle. His super-strength would aid him now. A pull or two and the lock would be no more.

      The howling came again, closer now. Something sped past the zombie’s back, and he swung around. The field was empty and dark…except for two red eyes.

      “Argh,” the zombie yelled, ambling away from the door. Nothing could keep him from his prey. He’d end this distraction swiftly.

      Two more pairs of eyes blinked at him a few yards away. The werewolves stepped into the light cast by the cottage’s windows and crouched, teeth bared, growling deep in their throats.

      “Argh,” the zombie roared, launching himself at the first werewolf. His hand went for the beast’s eyes, his teeth for its throat. Nothing could hold him back, not even werewolves, but at that moment the ground shook under his feet, knocking both him and the beast off-balance.

      The other werewolves pounced on them and tore into the zombie, who clawed at the monsters, kicking and punching even as they tore him limb from limb. The fight to stay whole was all the zombie could focus on, so he didn’t realize that Lancothy was violently shaking, readying to implode.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure barely registered the ground shaking under her feet as she stepped through the portal holding hands with Monet and Ever. She spun around, but its light was already disappearing.

      “What was that?” she asked the two guys.

      “I’m not sure,” Ever said, his face conveying his worry.

      “Maybe it was nothing,” Monet insisted, but he hadn’t been there the last time they were in Lancothy. When they had attacked the werewolves, the mountain had begun to shake. It was a part of the curse—harm the werewolves and the mountain destroyed itself. The shaman had thought of everything.

      “Let’s just get what we came for and return as soon as possible,” Azure said, heading toward a small building with a sign that read Graceland Wedding Chapel. She knew that opening portals wasn’t easy, and returning to Lancothy before they had gotten what she needed would be a waste. Monet might be right, too. The shaking could have just been a result of opening the portal.

      A woman with a beehive of gray hair greeted Azure when she entered the chapel. “Welcome, y’all. Blessed day, isn’t it?”

      A quick smile flicked to Azure’s mouth. “Yes, it is. Excuse me, but we’re—”

      The woman ran her eyes over Ever and her smile widened. “Here to get married. You’re in the right place. I’d put a ring on this one’s finger too, if I were you.”

      Heat warmed Azure’s cheeks. Shaking her head, she said, “No, we’re not getting married. Actually—”

      The woman’s grin dropped. She took a quick glance at Monet and shook her head. “You two are getting married, then?”

      “Fuck, no,” Monet spat.

      The woman nodded, relief on her face. “Yes, I didn’t peg you two as a couple. Friends…that was my guess. And blue and green hair would never work together. Now blue and black, that’s a fine match. I’ve found that—”

      “Actually, we’re in a hurry. We’re looking for Dolly. Are you her?” Azure interrupted. She suspected the woman would go on and on about what physical traits worked best together for couples.

      The woman tilted her head to the side. “Dolly? No, I’m not her. She’s at her other job.”

      Great, now they had to go on a wild gremlin chase for this love expert.

      “Where can we find her?” Ever asked.

      “Dolly tends bar at Rick’s,” the woman said.

      “Rick’s?” Azure asked, thinking she ought to know this reference.

      “Of course. You’ve got to check out Rick’s Rollin’ Smoke and Barbeque,” the woman said, pointing in its general direction.

      “Now we’re talking. Drinks and meat,” Monet said, looking at the ceiling, hands pressed together and gratitude on his face.

      Azure thanked the woman and sped out the door.
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        * * *

      

      “So Lost Vegas seems like my kind of place,” Monet said as they found a spot at the crowded bar. Rick’s was loud and filled with customers, many of them vying for the attention of the bartenders.

      Azure discreetly pointed her wand under her robes at a woman tending bar. She had short black hair cut into a bob, and tattoos covering one arm. Unlike the coven’s tattoos in New Egypt, hers were colorful and not comprised of ancient symbols. A gnome covered the top of one arm, and a giant heart with an arrow through it took up the other. She guessed this was her witch.

      The woman spun around before Azure could place a summoning charm on her. “Oh, no! There will be no magic in my bar.”

      Azure had heard the woman, but most were too engaged in their conversations to have made out what she said. Sinking back an inch with an apologetic expression, Azure put her wand away. “I’m sorry. We’re in a hurry. Are you Dolly?”

      The woman strode over, tossing three cardboard coasters in front of them. “That I am, and you’re a witch.”

      “Yes, and I need your help,” Azure said, keeping her voice down.

      “First, what can I get you and your Light Elf friend to drink?” the woman asked, her hand on her hip.

      “Hey, what about me?” Monet asked, offended.

      Dolly winked at him. “Oh, wizard, I already know what you want. Something strong. Coming right up.”

      “I think I’m in love,” Monet said, leaning forward with a gooey look in his eyes.

      “You wouldn’t be the first. Bad boys fall for me faster than a Vegas wedding,” Dolly said, turning over a glass and filling it with ice.

      “We actually don’t have time for a drink. Thank you, though,” Azure said, her words rushed.

      Dolly waved her off, filling two more glasses with ice. “You always have time for a drink, and by the looks of it you need one. I’ll get you three of our specials while you talk.”

      “This is my dream girl,” Monet said, elbowing Azure in the side.

      “Pedgit, the brownie who used to clean your house, sent me to you,” Azure began.

      Dolly looked up from the shaker she was filling with various types of alcohol. “Brownie? I had one of those lovely creatures to thank for my tidy house?”

      “Yes,” Azure said quickly, “but he said the desert didn’t agree with him.”

      “So that’s why my place is messier these days. I thought it was just that my current old man is a pig,” Dolly said with a laugh. As she shook the ingredients, Azure noticed more tattoos on the underside of her arm. A list of names, it appeared, but most were crossed out.

      “Sounds like you need to ditch that ham and get with a real wizard,” Monet said, leaning forward on the bar.

      “Honey, I would, but I’d only break your heart,” Dolly said, pouring the drinks.

      “That works, because I don’t have one,” Monet said.

      Azure bumped her shoulder into him, taking back the conversation. “Pedgit said you were a love expert and could tell me how to contain the essence of true love.”

      Dolly garnished the drinks with an orange peel and a cherry before sliding one in front of each of them. “That little rascal knew me well, didn’t he?”

      Azure, not wanting to be rude, took a quick sip of the drink. “Damn, that’s good,” she said.

      “’The Old Man,’” Dolly said, nodding in agreement.

      “Huh?” Azure asked, taking another sip. Dolly was right…Azure was overdue for a drink.

      “That’s the name of the drink,” Dolly informed her.

      “Can you help us?” Ever asked, wiping his mouth after taking a drink.

      Dolly paused, seeming to consider the request. “Let me guess. Is it a dragon-tamer who wants this essence of true love?”

      “How did you know?” Azure asked.

      Dolly laughed. “It’s always a dragon-tamer. And yes, I can help you with the containment device. I’ll even tell you where the most potent place to capture true love is. However, finding it will be your problem. It’s not easy, and hasn’t been done successfully in a hundred years.”

      “How do you know that?” Monet asked, having finished his drink.

      “Honey, I’m the love expert. When true love happens, I know about it,” Dolly said, shaking her head.

      “Containment device? Do I have to track one of those down now?” Azure asked.

      “I actually have one. I keep it on hand for just such occasions. I work at the chapel in hopes of capturing true love, but strangely most of the couples that come in are simply infatuated with each other.”

      “So the couples who get married at the chapel aren’t in love?” Ever asked.

      “Maybe they are, but it’s not true love,” Dolly said, making another round of drinks. “The majority of people don’t realize that true love is so rare that most never feel it. That’s what makes it so valuable. I’ve been around for centuries and I’ve never experienced it, but Merlin knows I keep trying.” She nodded to the list of names on her arm.

      “Are those all men you’ve loved?” Azure dared to ask.

      Dolly shook her head. “Heavens, no. These are the men I’ve married. I loved the first one, which was why I tattooed his name on my arm.”

      Azure read the top name. “Keith.” The name was written in flowery black cursive, and had been crossed out with red ink. Under that name were six others, all of them crossed out except for the last.

      “What happened to Keith?” Monet asked.

      “He cheated on me with a siren, but the joke was on him because she was only using him to get a ride to Reno.” Dolly poured the three another round of drinks.

      “So that’s why his name is crossed out,” Ever guessed.

      Dolly nodded. “Yes, and then Jeric came along and we got hitched. Well, I kind of had to put his name on my arm too, but as you can see, that didn’t work out either.” She pointed to the list on her arm, indicating Jeric’s crossed-out name. “By then I’d set the precedent, and now each man I marry expects to get his name on the list. Let’s hope that Andrew is different than the rest.”

      Azure leaned forward to read the last name on the list. “Andrew.”

      “I hope that it works out,” Azure said.

      “I don’t,” Monet spat.

      “Anyway, you said you’ve got a containment device. May I please have it? I really need to try and capture true love,” Azure said.

      Dolly looked at Ever and then Azure. “Yes, and you just might. The heavens aren’t really clear if it’s in your future.”

      “A genie’s life depends on it,” Azure said quickly.

      “Not to mention that it would bring great fortune to your dragon-tamer friend,” Dolly said, holding out her hand palm up. She looked around before conjuring a black velvet ring box.

      “Is that the containment device?” Azure asked.

      “Yes,” Dolly said, popping the box open with her other hand. It was, surprisingly, empty. Azure had expected to find an engagement ring in it for some reason. “When you come across two people who are falling into true love—and hopefully you catch it when the emotion is at its highest intensity or it won’t work—you open the box. The emotion will flow into it, and when you shut the box the essence is preserved.”

      “Wow, that’s especially easy,” Azure said, having believed that it would take an incredibly complex spell.

      “The most complicated things in life are especially easy when we use the right tools,” Dolly explained.

      “Like math,” Monet said, draining his second drink.

      “Like love.” Dolly handed the box to Azure. “When we understand our own heart it is easy to fall in love.” The bartender shrugged, melancholy on her face. “I guess I have more work to do to know my own heart.”

      Azure smiled sympathetically at the woman. “I think we all do.”

      “You said you could tell us where to find true love,” Ever reminded her, his voice suddenly tight.

      “Actually, I said I could tell you where the most potent place to capture true love is located. You’ll have to find true love on your own.” Dolly laughed.

      “Right, that was what I meant,” Ever stated.

      “It is said that more people fall in love in this place than any other, so it would be a good place to hunt for the essence of this emotion,” Dolly stated.

      “My bedroom?” Monet asked, mock seriousness on his face.

      Dolly didn’t laugh. “I’ve heard more than one complaint about you in the bedroom, Monet Torrance.”

      Monet sucked in a shocked breath. “That’s blasphemy.”

      Azure laughed. “I can believe it. Dolly, we really need to get back. Can you please tell us where this place is?”

      “Of course, Queen Azure. It’s the most romantic place on Earth.” Dolly smiled, a hopeful spark in her eyes. “The Eiffel Tower.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lux and Devo had been in the cave that led to Lancothy for only a couple of minutes when the ground began to shake under their feet.

      Devo spun to Lux with fear in his small eyes. “Is this from our trespassing?”

      “I have no idea,” Lux said rudely. How was he supposed to know anything about this dumb land with its freak animals? They hadn’t even known where to find the mountain. He was weary and frustrated from searching and living in caves. And if he had to feast on another woodland creature he was going to puke. They hadn’t encountered any people in days.

      The pair stumbled through the dark cave as rocks rained down on them. Lux was not an educated man, neither now nor in his mortal days, but he knew that hanging out in a cave during a quake was a bad idea. Something about the thing collapsing seemed to occur to him.

      Shrieks rang out from overhead and Devo, who was in the lead, ducked as a barrage of wings flapped in their direction.

      “Those are the bats!” Lux yelled. “Don’t duck, idiot. Catch them! That’s why we’re here.”

      “Right,” Devo said, covering his head with one hand and waving the other through the air dumbly.

      An avalanche of rocks began and the light from the cave opening behind them disappeared, casting them in blackness. That didn’t matter since they could see just as well in the dark, but that had been their exit.

      “Fuck! We’re trapped,” Lux said, spinning toward the exit.

      “We’ll just have to find another way out of Lancothy,” Devo said, panting heavily.

      “No shit!” Lux exclaimed. “But first we have to get those damn bats.”

      As soon as he said this the colony of bats turned, racing back in their direction. The avalanche was going to work in their favor.

      “Grab the bags,” Lux said, pulling his knapsack from his pocket. It wasn’t an ordinary bag, but one enchanted by Ata to hold living creatures without killing them. It also remained small and easy to carry no matter how many items it held.

      Devo swirled his bag through the air like a net, trying to catch bats as they flew overhead. Lux did the same, but had to jump to reach them. The bats squeaked, their wings beating air onto the vampires.

      A moment later the colony had disappeared to the other side of the cave.

      “Did you get any?” Lux asked, staring down into his bag. Three. He’d caught three fucking bats. That was unacceptable. Cordelia and Hamilton would punish them if they returned with less than a dozen. They had big plans, and it involved creating a strong brood of Founder vampires.

      “I think I got one,” Devo said lamely.

      “Come on. We need to catch more,” Lux said, sprinting after the bats as the cave continued to rumble around them. They would have been only a blur to average eyes. The cave ended abruptly, and Lux nearly ran over the side of the cliff. He halted on the ledge and looked out over the strangest sight he’d ever seen. Lancothy was a sprawling kingdom with buildings and farms, all contained inside a mountain. The bats streaked past them, making patterns in the air as they flew away.

      “Let’s get them,” Lux said, taking a few steps back and readying himself to launch.

      “Wait,” Devo said, extending a cautionary hand. “Do you think it’s safe? There’s a quake going on, and we don’t know what’s down there.”

      “There’s bats down there, and that’s what we came for. And we have to find a way out of this mountain. A dumb quake can’t hurt us. Nothing can, remember? We’re immortal,” Lux said, and leapt off the cliff. He landed gracefully on the ground below as a howl pierced the air.
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        * * *

      

      The ground shook so violently that Azure fell hard against the stone wall of the cottage after stepping through the portal. Ever and Monet fell after they stumbled through as well. Azure braced herself against the wall—which was splitting—as small rocks and mortar showered her from overhead.

      Thinking hard as her teeth clanged together, Azure surveyed the small room. Laurel had Blisters under one arm and Finswick and Manx in the other.

      “What’s happening?” Azure asked, her voice vibrating from the tremors.

      “The werewolves,” Laurel shouted. “Someone must have harmed them worse than before.”

      I knew it, Azure thought.

      The rafters cracked, and the walls of the cottage shook more violently.

      “We have to get out of here,” Ever declared. He dove at Azure, grabbing her around the shoulders and shielding her with his body. Going out into the fields with hungry and savage werewolves was not advisable, but staying inside the cottage, which was about to cave in on them, would be a death sentence.

      Azure covered her head and darted forward to grab the door handle, afraid of what she’d find on the other side. Werewolves? A zombie? More destruction, in any case. Bracing herself, she wrenched the door open. She was beyond shocked at what she found on the doorstep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ata let out a relieved sigh as he stepped away from the cauldron, which was filled with bubbling scrying potion.

      “What is it?” Nenet asked, sitting stoically in the far corner of the room he’d constructed as his potions lab.

      “The zombie has been destroyed,” he said, waving his crook over the surface of the cauldron.

      “Then Queen Azure is safe for a little while longer,” Nenet said, lightness in her voice. She’d been slipping away lately, and Ata knew it. Even though he supplied her with his blood, he couldn’t save her morale. They had each other, but that wasn’t enough. They needed their people, and their people needed their king. Ata might have been a prisoner, but Nenet had lost her humanity.

      He saw the urges course through her, making her soft eyes turn wicked without her consent. As a follower, she was under the emotional and cognitive control of Cordelia and Hamilton. Whereas they only controlled Ata’s actions, they controlled almost all of Nenet’s consciousness. At least he could think and feel for himself. She was losing that, and soon she’d be lost and he wouldn’t be able to save her. He didn’t even know if salvation was an option for either of them, but he wanted to hold onto hope. It was all he had left.

      “Queen Azure is safe from my zombie, but she has many other problems,” Ata said, closing his eyes tightly. He’d been watching Azure as often as he could bear. When she had entered the Sphinx, it had been difficult for him to observe her confrontation with Chibale. His arrogance had almost made Ata crack with anger, but at the end his brother had confessed his crime and now appeared committed to finding Ata and helping him.

      Hope was all he had. Hope that his brother would change his ways. Hope in a young queen who was fighting a war that should have been his.

      “Will the queen make it out of Lancothy?” Nenet asked, still clinging to the shadows as if afraid to step into any light.

      Ata opened his eyes and shook his head. “That I don’t know. The mountain is crumbling. If she doesn’t get out soon, she’ll be trapped there forever and she’ll most likely die. Everyone in Lancothy will.”

      “I used to think that death was the worst possible thing that could happen to me,” Nenet said, her voice flat.

      “Then you died, and realized that…” Ata and Nenet had been having these philosophical conversations more and more. It helped them both to hold onto what they had probably lost but were unwilling to admit they had.

      “I realized that living without my humanity was worse,” Nenet said.

      “And your magic? Do you miss it?” Ata asked.

      “Not as much as I miss my sister. I would happily give up my magic to see Nefertiti for a final time,” Nenet said.

      “You never got to say goodbye, which makes it worse,” Ata said, staring at the surface of the cauldron but blind to anything but the visions in his head.

      Nenet’s chin lifted suddenly. “Cordelia and Hamilton are leaving.”

      Ata nodded. “I gave them the location of one of the pages from the Book of the Dead.”

      “Once they have those pages they’ll be unstoppable,” Nenet said in a tight whisper.

      “That’s true, but I think you mean ‘if’ they get those pages,” Ata said, waving his crook over the surface of the cauldron to conjure a different image.

      “What do you mean? You gave them the location,” Nenet said, running her tongue over her top teeth to feel her pointy fangs. She did that often, simultaneously intrigued and repulsed by the change to her mouth.

      “I was ordered to find a location for one of the pages, and I did as I was told. However, I might have stalled in finding it, which could give others a chance to discover the page first.” Ata stared down at the cauldron, a ghost of a smile forming on his face at the image of an old witch, a red-haired wizard, and a gnome reviewing the missing page from the Book of the Dead.

      Nenet suddenly stood. “Ata, are you able to resist their orders?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. I must still do as Cordelia and Hamilton command, but I have found that the pace at which I complete the task is still subject to my will. I took my time finding the location of the lost page.”

      “That’s something, at least. You’re getting back some of your power against them,” Nenet said, striding over. She paused, looking at the image on the surface of the cauldron.

      Ata drew in a breath, hope warming his chest. “Let’s just hope that these three from Virgo can find all the missing pages quickly. I can only stall for so long.”
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      Standing squarely in front of the door of the cottage, blocking all else, was Micky. Azure’s mouth dropped open. She couldn’t fathom why the dragon was there.

      “Mademoiselle,” Oak called, striding around Micky with a harried look on his face. “The time has come. Micky is ready to take you.

      “Take me where?” Azure had to scream over the shaking, grinding, and mayhem all around them as Lancothy continued to crack and split.

      “To the weredragon castle, of course,” Oak said, pulling the reins attached to the bridle on Micky’s face.

      “But, Lancothy! I need to…” Azure had no idea what she had to do, which was exactly the problem. The mountain was destroying itself. It was nighttime, and the deadly werewolves were on the prowl. As queen she was supposed to know what to do, or so she thought. Quick and efficient decision-making was the sign of a good ruler, but just then she was clueless.

      “You asked the weredragons to help you when the time came, remember?” Oak asked, pulling up Azure’s hand and placing the reins in it.

      “Yes, but that’s because Micky told me to,” Azure admitted.

      “And you can hear the dragon in your mind, which means you’re connected to your deepest intuition. That’s where Micky’s inspiration comes from—an intuition as old as the dragons,” Oak said.

      “So I need to go to the weredragon castle…and what? Ask for their help?” Azure asked, looking back at Ever and Monet, who stood just behind her.

      “The weredragons have powers that other wereanimals don’t. This mountain will not remain standing for long,” Oak explained.

      “The weredragons can help us get out of here, can’t they?” Azure asked Oak, but it was the voice in her head that answered.

      Yes, but time is running out, Micky said.

      Azure nodded, turning to face the group at her back. “Monet and Ever, we have to get the wereanimals ready to evacuate. Gather them. Protect them. And bring them to the northern side of the mountain.”

      “They won’t want to leave, even if their home is crumbling,” Ever stated.

      “That’s why I need you to make them see this clearly. It wasn’t our coming here that brought this destruction upon them. It would always have happened. No one can live in isolation forever. Something will always break if we set ourselves apart from others on Oriceran,” Azure stated. She felt like the words weren’t her own, and then she realized they weren’t. The Howling Willow was speaking through her, and instinctively she knew it wouldn’t be the last time.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get the wereanimals there,” Monet said with strong conviction in his voice.

      “That’s not what worries me. It’s the damn werewolves,” Azure said, her throat suddenly dry as chalk.

      “I will try to help with that,” Oak said at Azure’s side. “The other three dragons can serve as a distraction.”

      “But the werewolves! If we harm them—”

      “The mountain will destroy itself,” Monet finished. “Yeah, I think it’s a bit too late for that. Whatever happened to the werewolves tonight looks to be irreversible.”

      “Because when an eruption starts there’s no stopping it,” Ever stated.

      “Okay, yes, Oak. We could use your help with the werewolves. Thank you,” Azure said, her heart beating fast from the constant tremors and the pressure of the moment. She looked down at Manx, who was in goat form. “Can you help with the bats? I don’t know where they are, but we need to ensure they don’t get out of Lancothy.”

      Azure didn’t like the idea of trapping the bats in the mountain, but she couldn’t allow a colony of bats to invade Oriceran. It would escalate the vampire epidemic, which was exactly what Cordelia and Hamilton wanted.

      Manx morphed into a raven and lifted into the air. “You can count on me, Queen.”  He flew through the dark sky and disappeared into the night.

      “What about me?” Laurel asked, her eyes wide with shock but also filled with her unyielding courage.

      Azure knelt and picked up Finswick, then handed him to Laurel. “Get your people and my oldest companion to safety, please.” She added weight to the last bit.

      Laurel didn’t say anything, just nodded confidently.

      “Okay, we all have our jobs. Be careful and swift, all of you,” Azure said, fixing the reins of the dragon who had patiently waited at her side into her hand. She scanned the faces in front of her one last time before mounting the dragon.

      “Azure,” Monet said, looking up at her.

      She merely gazed at him in reply.

      “If anything happens, don’t hesitate to use your last wish to save yourself. I know you want to save Bob, but selfishly, I would rather not lose you,” said her best friend, a tender pain in his green eyes.

      Azure nodded. “Hopefully it won’t come to that.”

      “Hopefully,” he agreed as Micky gracefully turned around, extended her wings, and launched herself into the air.
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      “How are we supposed to catch them?” Devo asked, looking at the bats who were swarming in the air, seemingly unnerved by the mountain crumbling around them.

      That was a good question, and not one Lux had an answer for. “Maybe we can bait them.”

      “What do bats like?” Devo asked.

      Lux rolled his eyes at his idiot partner. “Blood, dumbass.”

      “Oh, I thought they ate fruit,” Devo said.

      Lux shook his head. He’d be better off doing this on his own. He sank his fangs into his wrist and the blood flowed immediately, running over his lips and down his arm. He held up his wrist, waving it in the air. “Come and get it, you little rodents.”

      “Good idea.” Devo followed suit.

      The bats paused in midair as the smell of blood registered, then dove in Lux’s directions. It had seemed like a good idea until he realized he was about to be mauled by hundreds of hungry bats.

      He darted behind Devo. The larger vampire made a good shield for him. Bats streaked toward them and dove right at the two men. Devo was knocked over by the first rush, but Lux managed to capture a dozen or more. He could also thank the assholes for tearing at his flesh as they flew by. He waved his arms and snarled, fangs exposed, at the bats that were about to make another assault.

      Lux sprinted over and pulled Devo up by the back of his shirt. He’d sustained multiple injuries.

      The ground shook so violently that it nearly knocked them down.

      “We have to get out of here. This thing is gonna blow,” Lux said, staring at the town. Buildings were bouncing off the ground, their roofs splitting and walls crumbling when they hit.

      Devo looked up and nodded his bloody face. “Yes, let’s see if we can find a way out over there.” He pointed to the northern side of the mountain.

      Lux nodded and sprinted in that direction and the bats followed them.
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        * * *

      

      Micky rose into the air, beating her giant wings rhythmically. Azure leaned close to her neck, careful to keep her face away from the sharp spikes. She tightened her legs around Micky’s body after she dared to look down. Lancothy was stretched below her, and the devastation was evident. Azure found it hard to breathe, but didn’t know if it was the higher attitude or the sight of the fires and destruction on the ground.

      The weredragons’ castle seemed almost untouched by the destruction. It shook, but appeared not to be as affected as the other buildings. Micky’s back legs reached forward and she raised her head as she prepared to land. Azure tightened her grip on the reins when the weredragons rose from the center courtyard of the castle. They hovered, most of them looking up at the hole in the top of the mountain.

      Azure yanked hard on the reins to slow her dragon. Micky, who had been focused on the landing, spotted the half-dozen or so weredragons and straightened out.

      The weredragons headed for the hole.

      “We need your help!” Azure yelled when she was close enough to the weredragons that they could hear her.

      Hoarfrost and Lightning slowed, jerking their heads in Azure’s direction, and shock sprang to the bright-blue weredragon’s face.

      “Witch, why does that dragon allow you to ride her?” Hoarfrost asked.

      “I’m not sure, but we don’t have time for that,” Azure roared over the swift beating of wings. The other weredragons had halted their progress and hovered a little higher than Hoarfrost and Lightning.

      “It appears that you’ve gotten your wish. Lancothy will soon be no more,” Hoarfrost said, his voice neutral.

      “This was not the way I wanted it to go,” Azure spat, anger flushing her face.

      “We don’t blame you, Queen of Virgo, especially now that we see you have earned the respect of a dragon,” Lightning said. “The truth is, we knew this day was coming. We’re ready to make our home somewhere else—somewhere we can spread our wings.”

      “Your people need your help, though,” Azure yelled, throwing her arm at the town and buildings littering the rolling hills.

      “These are my people,” Hoarfrost said, motioning to the other weredragons, who circled back down to join the conversation.

      “You are a wereanimal,” Azure argued. “The people of Lancothy are a part of your tribe.”

      “Do you not see that we reside in a high castle in this land? We may be of our people, but we’re not like them.”

      Azure shook her head. “That’s ridiculous. Only they can understand what it takes to be both human and animal. How can you desert them? Most can’t fly to safety. Will you really leave them trapped in this mountain without a way to escape?”

      Hoarfrost looked at Lightning and a strange silent communication passed between the two.

      “I asked for your help when the time came, and that time is now,” Azure said. As she spoke something rumbled overhead, and Azure ducked instinctively as dirt and rock rained down on them.

      “What do you expect us to do?” Lightning asked.

      “You have many powers at your disposal. Can’t you use one of them to break through the mountain and clear a path for the rest of Lancothy to get out?” Azure asked.

      Hoarfrost shook his head. “None of us have a power that could do that.”

      They could do it collectively, Micky stated in Azure’s head.

      The dragon rose higher, so that Azure was looking down on the weredragons.

      “Do you have the power to break through the mountain if you work together?” Azure asked.

      Lightning’s expression shifted to awe. “We do, but it hasn’t been used in centuries—not since Lancothy was first formed. It was the weredragons who hollowed out the mountain at the request of the werewolves,” she stated in a low voice, like she was remembering this all.

      “Then it would make sense that the power that created your home centuries ago can free your people from their prison now,” Azure stated.

      Hoarfrost rose so he was even with Micky and regarded Azure for a long moment. The sounds of destruction echoing through the mountain were a constant reminder of the chaos around them. “Dragons put great emphasis on the cycle of life. It is our nature. What we begin, we must end. You have given us an insight we might have missed. Queen Azure, you impressed us before with your bravery, and now you have inspired us with your wisdom.” Hoarfrost glanced at the other weredragons before returning his gaze to Azure. “We will do as you have requested, Queen of Virgo. We will create a path to freedom.”
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        * * *

      

      Ever and Monet rushed over the grassy hills towards the city’s center. The dragon streaked above them, and the Light Elf glanced over his shoulder at the figures flying in the opposite direction.

      “Never thought I’d see the day that Azure rode off on a dragon when all hell was breaking loose,” Monet said as they ran.

      “I’m not sure I’ve seen anyone ride a dragon before,” Ever agreed. “It’s quite rare for them to allow such a thing. Oak is the first dragon-tamer I’ve ever met.”

      “Yes, Azure is a fearless warrior, queen, protector of the Howling Willow, and has a way with animals. What’s not to love?” Monet asked, a sly grin on his face.

      “She’s quite impressive,” Ever said, not breathless from the run.

      “And yet none of those attributes define why you’re obsessed with her.” Monet leapt over a giant crack. The land was more damaged near the city center.

      “I’m not obsessed,” Ever declared.

      “No, I guess you’re not,” Monet said as they neared the government building. Everyone was still in their homes, even though the mountain shook violently. They were too afraid to venture out while the werewolves roamed. Were they all willing to bury their heads and be buried by the mountain?

      “I’m simply enamored of the queen. Who wouldn’t be?” Ever asked. He’d never met anyone quite like her; he was certain that it was because she was a one-of-a-kind miracle. There couldn’t be another Azure Vladar, not in a million years. Since the beginning he’d kept trying to find a flaw in all her beauties. He had shamed himself for searching for her shortcomings, but he just had to find one. It was the only way—the only way not to fall over a cliff, headed for an undulant ocean that would swallow him.

      “I’ve known Azure most of my life, and I can tell you that everyone is enamored of her,” Monet said, halting right in front of the government building. He turned to Ever with a smirk. “But you, my friend, are absolutely in love with that woman.”
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        * * *

      

      Monet allowed himself a moment to observe Ever’s embarrassment before turning back to the building. How uncomfortable it must have been to think you’d hidden your attraction, only to be called out on it? From a distance Monet had watched the Light Elf fall harder and harder, and he was way past the point of enamored.

      As Ever tended to do, he deflected. “Where are we going?”

      Slick move, Monet thought. “You’re changing the subject.”

      “The mountain is about to implode!” Ever yelled as they ran into the building and across the smooth floor of the lobby.

      Monet turned and took the stairwell up. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. And if you had been paying attention, you would have known where we needed to go to find the officials.”

      “Well, where are they?” Ever asked, taking the landing behind Monet.

      “Exactly where you’d expect cowards to be when their kingdom is crumbling,” Monet said, bursting up the last set of stairs.

      “Hiding?” Ever guessed.

      “No, watching powerlessly and doing abso-fucking-lutely nothing about it.” Monet threw open the door to the roof and stormed out, halting when he was only five yards from the three wereturtles. They stood at the edge of the building, helplessly watching the city burn and rock around them.

      “Are you just going to watch as your kingdom falls to pieces?” Ever asked them.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” the first wereturtle called.

      “You can evacuate your people,” Monet said.

      “There’s no way we could get them through the caves or down the chute in time,” the second wereturtle said, retracting his head into his shell.

      “The queen is working on a way to get everyone out. We need you to order the wereanimals to the northern side of the mountain,” Ever said, his words tumbling out in a rush.

      “It won’t work. There’s no way to get the message out. We’re doomed,” the third wereturtle cried.

      “Oh, for fuck sake, will you stop acting like we’re all going to die?” Monet pulled his wand from his robe, enchanting it with a broadcasting spell. He tried to hand it to the first wereturtle, but he jumped back like it was poisonous.

      “Come on, you’ve got to make an announcement,” Ever said. “Tell the people of Lancothy that they can be saved, but they’re going to have to go out into the night. We’ll do our best to protect them from the werewolves, but they have to come out.”

      “Most won’t want to leave Lancothy,” the second wereturtle said.

      “They will do what you tell them to,” Monet said. “They’ve always followed a leader. When they were told to bury themselves in this mountain, they did it. Tell them to leave, and they will. Tell them they’re safe, and they’ll believe it.”

      Oak’s carriage streaked through the sky, pulled by two of his dragons. The wereturtles watched the carriage’s progress over the sprawling city, which vibrated continuously now.

      The third wereturtle reached for the wand, clearing his throat.

      “We won’t leave!” a voice boomed behind them.

      Lorde thundered through the stairwell door behind Ever and Monet and barreled toward them.

      Ever held up a hand to halt the wereanimal. Symbols lit up on his arms and hands as he whispered inaudible words and Lorde slowed, looking as though he were moving through quicksand. He gritted his teeth and kept his fanatic eyes on the group in front of him, still pushing forward.

      “Our ancestors put us in Lancothy for a reason,” Lorde said. “Outside these walls are devils who will persecute us for our differences. You may choose to forget what the history books say, but I won’t.”

      “Things have changed in a thousand years,” Monet said, wishing he had his wand in his hand. Ever was holding Lorde off, but only barely and not for long.

      “Things will never change. Those outside Lancothy will never look at us as equals. If we leave this mountain, we will have war. We will have to revolt against the world that made us choose to imprison ourselves,” Lorde boomed. He was making real progress now.

      “You will not,” Monet said defiantly.

      “Lorde, we cannot choose to make war on a world we no longer know,” the wereturtle holding the wand said.

      “We are wereanimals! The world is our enemy.” Lorde spread his arms wide before beating his chest, a thundering roar spilling out over his large canines.

      “Then the world you shall not meet,” Ever stated. He pulled his hand to his chest and then thrust it forward hard, throwing Lorde back several yards as a large shadow cast them in darkness.

      The dragons had pulled the carriage overhead and now opened their mouths, shooting fire at the crazed werebear which engulfed him at once.
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        * * *

      

      Azure, atop Micky, led the way to the northern side of the mountain. She wasn’t sure what the weredragons would do collectively to create a passage out of Lancothy, but if their ancestors had banded together to hollow out the mountain, she was confident these could create an exit.

      The scene on the ground was fire and destruction. Figures streaked between houses, their hands waving frantically in the air. Had Monet and Ever gotten to the officials? Creating a way out of Lancothy wasn’t going to get everyone to safety if the wereanimals didn’t get there in time.

      The burgundy carriage, encrusted with bits of gold streaked across the sky. Oak sat nobly on the front with two dragons pulling it. It arched toward the city center, moving as fast as a comet. The dragons raced, hungrily on a mission.

      Timber and Ronalds, Micky said in Azure’s mind. They’re devoted to a peaceful end to this, even if that involves some violence.

      “Isn’t that counterintuitive?” Azure asked.

      Unfortunately sometimes violence can bring about peace, but it should be a last resort.

      Something blurred at the edge of Azure’s vision. One of the weredragons dove toward the ground and fire shot from his mouth, set fire to the path three werewolves had taken. She hoped it would be enough to keep the werewolves away from the wereanimals. The curse wouldn’t be broken until they exited the mountain, so timing was crucial. How had it come down to either being buried in a mountain or risking being eaten alive as they ran for freedom?

      “It’s a rush up here, isn’t it?” a familiar voice asked by Azure’s ear.

      She whipped her head around, at first only seeing a blur of black. Azure sucked in a breath, thinking it was a bat, but then she saw the raven clearly.

      “Manx!” she called in relief.

      “The one and only,” he said, then rose and darted to the far southern corner. Over his shoulder he called, “I’ve gone batty!”

      A colony of bats shot toward Azure, and Manx flew through the swarm to break up their formation. The bats turned and followed the pooka like he was their long-lost leader.

      “We might be all right after all,” she said to herself as Micky flew to the northern side of the mountain, but then Azure’s gaze dropped to the ground and with it her heart. As Micky drew closer Azure could make out two figures she recognized from New Egypt. One was the vampire who had taken her to Hamilton and Cordelia, and the other was the one who had come after her when she’d tried to escape.

      Fuck! This can’t get any worse, Azure thought. They needed a break.

      Just then a booming voice filled the air, magically amplified for all to hear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The shaking wereturtle held the wand up to his mouth as he peered over the edge of the highest building in Lancothy. He cleared his throat, and the sound reverberated over the land. “Citizens of Lancothy, the mountain will soon implode.” The wereturtle’s voice trembled, and he looked at Ever and Monet for support. Both nodded to encourage him to continue. “We have always stayed inside our homes after sunset, but tonight we must ignore that rule and brave the werewolves. Please come out of your homes and go to our northern border. The time has come for us to leave our land.”

      Ever watched as wereanimals exited their homes. Most looked around disoriented, and some had been bruised by the tremors. They stumbled through the streets in bewilderment, but to his relief they headed for the northern border.

      The two dragons and the carriage landed on the top of the building, and Ever shuffled the wereturtles toward it. “Get in!” he urged them. The three wereturtles looked confused, but Monet already had the carriage door open and he ushered them inside.

      The first hesitated when he stumbled into the carriage. “Yes, yes, it’s bigger on the inside. Gawk later. Mountain imploding, remember?” Monet said, pulling him to the side to make room for the rest.

      When they were all in the carriage, Ever leaned out the door. “We’re ready. Let’s go pick up some more wereanimals, Oak.”

      “Hold on tight,” Oak said, flicking the reins.

      Using the carriage to pick up the wereturtles had been genius on Oak’s part, since the slow-ass wereanimals would never have made it out otherwise. The carriage could easily hold fifty or so wereanimals, ensuring that more got to safety in time. The mountain was rumbling louder than before—they really couldn’t get out of Lancothy one moment too soon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Laurel ushered a group of weresnakes to a corner and showed them the best path to the northern border. Finswick joined her, having directed other wereanimals who were lost where to go.

      “We can’t leave. This is our home,” a wererabbit said, holding on to the doorframe of his house. His wife and kids yanked at his arms and legs.

      “Come on, Papa. We have to get out of here,” one of the smaller wererabbits cried, pulling one of his ears as her siblings continued to try and drag their father away.

      “N-n-no. I refuse,” he stammered.

      Laurel cast one last glance at the weresnakes, who seemed to be on the right path now, and hurried over to the wererabbit family. “Peter, I know that leaving Lancothy is scary, but you must.”

      The wererabbit stiffened as he looked at Laurel. “You! You’re the traitor who left our land!”

      “I’m most certainly not a traitor. I’m a free werecat, able to make my own choices, and I decided to venture outside this land. No one loves the wereanimals of Lancothy more than I do,” Laurel said—and suddenly something unlatched inside of her. The guilt she’d been riddled with since leaving Lancothy fell out of the box inside her where she’d buried it. She released it with a breath and continued, “Leaving Lancothy will be scary, I’ll admit, but the world outside this mountain is beautiful and rich, and full of so much diversity.”

      “Diversity! Is that what you’re calling the prejudice that we’ll suffer outside our land?” the wererabbit shouted as another tremor ripped through the town, making them all jostle into one another.

      “Yes, I’ll admit that when we leave here that witches, wizards, humans, Light Elves, and all sorts of others will stare at you, but that’s mostly our ancestors’ fault. Wereanimals have rarely been seen on Oriceran for hundreds of years. They’ll stare at us because we’re different to them, and our appearance is new to their eyes. But you know what?”

      Laurel paused, waiting for his reply to her baited question.

      “What?” the wererabbit obligingly grumbled, still clutching the doorframe although his family had stopped pulling on him and were facing Laurel.

      “You’re going to stare right back at them, because I’m here to tell you that they look funny.” Laurel stooped to look at the youngest wererabbit. “Do you know that gnomes don’t have a single bit of fur on them?”

      The little wererabbit’s eyes widened. “Why not?”

      Laurel shrugged. “That’s just how they were made. They’re unique, and very different from us.” She straightened and looked at the whole family. “And you know what else? Gnomes are lovely. They’re intelligent, ornery, and have a subtle humor that you’ll miss if you’re not careful. But if you stay inside Lancothy, you’ll never meet a gnome. You’ll never meet anyone, because this mountain is on its way down.”

      “Come on, Peter,” the mother wererabbit urged. “We will make a fine home outside Lancothy.”

      “I daresay you’ll make one that’s better than your old one, but you need to hurry,” Laurel said as the ground rumbled like the stomach of a hungry giant.

      “Okay, fine, I’ll leave,” Peter said, releasing the doorframe and scrambling away from the house.

      Laurel let out a huge breath as the dragon-powered carriage landed in the middle of the lane, the wide girth of the burgundy carriage shrinking to fit the narrow road. Ever flung open the door and waved them in. “Come on! We’re almost full, and we have to go.”

      The wererabbits scurried for the carriage and the children let out gasps of surprise after entering. “It’s bigger on—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Monet could be heard saying inside. “Stand against the back wall, and stay away from my vodka.”

      When the family had disappeared into the carriage, Ever gestured to Laurel and Finswick. “Come on!”

      The cat sprinted up the stairs and disappeared into the carriage, but Laurel stayed in place and shook her head. “No, I’m going to check more of the homes. I have to ensure everyone gets out.”

      “Be fast,” Ever said, looking up at the top of the mountain. “We don’t have long.”

      Laurel nodded and raced down the road.
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        * * *

      

      A crowd of wereanimals wer already heading for the northern border. Azure flattened herself against Micky’s neck to help her optimize her speed. Beside her Hoarfrost and Lightning flew, and the other weredragons followed them.

      Micky angled down toward a grassy green field. Azure had no idea what the weredragons could do collectively to create an exit, but if they were the ones who had hollowed out the giant mountain then she had no reservations about their ability to make a hole in the side of it. The mountain continued to thunder and large boulders rained from the walls, exploding when they hit the ground to send debris everywhere. The wereanimals scattered to avoid the wreckage.

      Micky landed as the carriage pulled by Timber and Ronalds left the exploding city, where fires had engulfed the ruins of the buildings. Azure swung her leg over Micky’s side before the dragon had even landed.

      When she heard wereanimals screaming, Azure spun. The situation she’d been dreading played out in front of her eyes. A pack of werewolves raced toward them, their teeth bared and yellow eyes glowing. They were fifty yards from the closest group of wereanimals.

      “No!” Azure yelled. The carriage was still too far away, and wouldn’t be there in time. Azure turned to Micky, but knew that the dragon couldn’t help. She was with the weredragons, who were standing in a circle collecting energy.

      Azure pulled out her wand, trying to remember which spell she could use from that distance. The werewolves were bounding forward so fast that they’d be on the first set of wereanimals at any moment.

      The group screamed and tripped over their own feet trying to flee. Fear could be a motivator, or as in this case, it could cause mistakes.

      Azure ran toward the wereanimals and werewolves. She had to do something. Just then a lone dragon darted from the sky, fire scorching from his mouth. He blazed a wall between the wereanimals and the wolves, and shrieks told Azure that some of the werewolves had been burned.

      She wasn’t granted a moment to breathe, however…the mountain shook more brutally than ever before.

      Most of the wereanimals fell, and more sharp rocks showered down. A large chunk of the mountain broke off from overhead and plummeted to the grass, digging a jagged hole and nearly obliterating a group of weresheep.

      The carriage landed and Ever swung the door open, his eyes scanning the crowd until they found Azure. His relief immediately wrote itself across his face and he hopped down from the carriage, pushing back the wereanimals who were trying to exit. He hurried to her, ducking to avoid the dust and dirt that sprinkled from above.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      Azure pointed to the weredragons and Micky. A glow had started to burn between them, and it was slowly spreading to the center of the group. “We’re waiting for them to open a hole.”

      “How long will it take?” Ever asked, but then he shook his head. He realized she didn’t know the answer. How could she?

      The third of Oak’s dragons continued to fly back and forth, keeping the werewolves at bay, but the standoff wouldn’t last long. One had already found a way around the wall of fire and was pacing up the side of a hill with a hungry look in its yellow eyes.

      “Is everyone out of the city?” Azure asked, almost vibrating. She couldn’t take the wait any longer. There had to be something she could do.

      “I think so. Laurel stayed behind to check, though,” Ever told her.

      “She what?”

      “Finswick is safe in the carriage, but I didn’t have time to argue with her about staying behind,” Ever explained. “And you know this is important to her. Just as you had to save Virgo, Laurel needs to save Lancothy.”

      Azure nodded. Ever couldn’t have put that better.

      And things couldn’t be any worse, Azure noted, as bats swarmed toward them. Manx’s tactics were apparently not working anymore. The dragon left the line of fire he’d been maintaining to go after the bats, and Manx dropped out of formation and flew under the dragon just as it let out a blast of fire. The bats dispersed, racing in different directions.

      A small bit of relief swam into Azure’s stomach when Manx hit the ground in stallion form and raced over to her. His beam-like eyes shone, creating a hopeful light in the darkness of Lancothy. And then Azure noticed even more light—the weredragons’ glow, now a huge orb, had been directed at the northern wall. Rocks fell from the wall and stacked up in giant piles as the entire mountain vibrated. More boulders crashed down, and Ever covered Azure’s head against the flying debris. Trees groaned and keeled over throughout the field. It was coming. The end was here.

      For a moment Azure believed she’d failed. All her bad decisions had led to this moment, where she destroyed the kingdom of Lancothy as well as ending her friends’ lives. She held onto the arm around her head for a second, and then wrapped hers around Ever’s waist. If she was going to die, at least it would be in his arms.

      A loud crack, deafening thunder, and something as bright as lightning shot across her vision. She pulled her head away from Ever’s chest, but was unable to see anything. Dust and smoke filled the immediate area. Coughing, Azure waved her hands in front of her face, and then she saw it—the light of the rising sun spilling through a giant hole in the side of Lancothy Mountain. It flowed through the cavity and bathed the hills and the wereanimals who stood gasping for breath.

      “Go now!” Azure commanded, as the mountain lurched under their feet. It was wide enough that several could exit at a time. The wereanimals spilled through one after another, many times stumbling when the ground under them trembled.

      “Go! Go! Go!” Ever chanted as the dragons lifted the carriage off the ground. It soared out of the mountain.

      The lone dragon made another fiery pass between the werewolves and the wereanimals. The one who had gotten around the barrier now looked down on them from the top of a cliff, and the morning light would be their only protection from him.

      “Come on,” Ever said, pulling on Azure’s hand. The final wereanimals exited through the hole and the weredragons and Micky lifted into the air, the last to leave besides Azure and Ever.

      “But Laurel?” Azure stared back at the city, which was now completely ablaze.

      “Maybe she was with the others,” Ever stated, but he didn’t sound confident.

      “I can’t leave her. What if she’s still in the city?” Azure asked.

      “Then there’s nothing we can do. I’m sorry,” Ever said, his eyes filled with remorse.

      The top of the mountain began to crumble, and pieces of it fell into the middle of Lancothy. The greatest tremor yet sent Azure to the ground, and Ever with her. This was the end. She gave the city one last look, and crawled to the exit. Dust filled her lungs and a barrage of rocks assaulted her but she kept moving, Ever at her side. The fresh air and morning light kissed her nose and the top of her head as she watched the people of Lancothy speeding away from the mountain. Everyone was trying to get as far from it as possible, since it was just about to blow.

      Azure scrambled to her feet and Ever grabbed her hand and they ran—ran as far as they could from the land that had trapped its people and was soon to be no more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Lux and Devo were almost to the northern border, where the weredragons had opened a hole in the mountain. Sunlight spilled through the opening, but Lux didn’t care. He’d risk the burn if they could just get past the line of fire.

      Lux halted. “Fuck!”

      “Are those—” Devo began, stumbling backwards.

      “Werewolves,” Lux hissed, his fangs now prominent.

      The werewolves spun to face the two vampires and crouched, growling madly.

      “What do we do?” Devo asked, his voice vibrating with fear.

      “Just stay still. We have to find a way around them,” Lux said.

      “Around them? Fuck that, I’m running,” Devo cried, and sprinted in the opposite direction.

      The werewolves raced after him, and as they passed Lux jumped as high as he could and landed on the other side of the pack. He knew the flames would be lethal to him, but he had no choice so he sprinted through the wall of fire. It wasn’t as thick as he had thought it was. The dumb mutts had been deterred by something so thin? Fuck, it burnt, but only for a moment. Lux stopped and slapped at his arm, which extinguished the flames immediately.

      He turned back to the wall of flames. The dumbass dogs could have gotten through, but thankfully they hadn’t. Poor idiot Devo was probably being devoured by the pack at this very moment. Lux turned back to the exit and let out a laugh. He was going to make it. He hitched the bag of bats over his shoulder as he was knocked off-balance by the great shuddering of the mountain. He’d made it to the exit just in time.

      Lux strode cautiously forward, unable to run now due to the tremors under his feet, when a howl behind him made him freeze. He dared to turn and look over his shoulder. At the top of a short cliff was one of the werewolves, its yellow eyes on him.

      As Lux sucked in a breath and whipped around to sprint for the exit, the sound of the werewolf launching off the cliff and tearing after him registered in his mind. He ran as fast as the terrain would allow, tripping many times over the buckled ground.

      Teeth sank into Lux’s calf, and a howl of pain ripped from his mouth. The venom of the bite burned more than anything he had ever felt. Lux spun around and punched the werewolf, then swung the bag of bats at the monster to make it let go of him. He pushed up to his good leg and leapt for the exit with the werewolf on his tail. Lux barreled through the hole, expecting the werewolf to follow him, but the beast didn’t. It stayed inside the quaking mountain.

      The sun wasn’t all the way up yet but the light still burned, making the fire he’d leapt through feel like nothing. Lux spotted the wereanimals and the queen straight ahead, so he darted to the right to take the less traveled route away from Lancothy, and in the direction of a small cave. He needed to escape the sun and tend to his werewolf bite.
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        * * *

      

      Laurel was running through the library when the ceiling caved in. She’d confirmed that the town had been evacuated, but had thought she had time for one last thing…the books. If she could just save a few of them, it would be worth the risk. There were volumes in the library of Lancothy that were one of a kind. That was what had brought the queen of Virgo here in the beginning—to retrieve the Book of Branches.

      Laurel ran toward the exit with six books pressed to her chest. She knew what she’d find, but she still had to try. The door was blocked by the beams that had fallen, so her last remaining hope was to take the basement tunnels to the middle of the field. That was how she’d gotten Azure and Ever out of Lancothy the first time. The tunnels might have collapsed in the meantime, though.

      The building rumbled as it fell apart, and smoke wafted through the air. Something was on fire—probably most of Lancothy. Laurel sucked in a breath and ran for the stairs that descended into the basement. The werewolves might get her or the mountain might crush her, but she had to try to get out.
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        * * *

      

      Azure bent over, trying to will more oxygen into her lungs. She managed to take a giant breath, and straightened. She had too many things to do to spend time trying to catch her breath right now.

      The weredragons stood in a group, wings extended and eyes on the mountain. Azure strode over to them, grateful to see Micky’s kind eyes watching her.

      “Thank you for what you did,” Azure said to Hoarfrost. “It’s because of you that the wereanimals are safe.” She motioned to the horde of wereanimals who were trudging down the mountain toward…well, who knew where they were headed or what they’d find. Oak had landed the carriage, and more wereanimals were filing out. Finswick wove his way through the crowd barking orders.

      Monet’s voice could be heard over the commotion. “No pushing. And no, you can’t take that vase. Come on, people…I mean, ‘animals.’”

      Hoarfrost bowed his head, and Azure saw a tiny man with a red nose and stocking hat hidden in the folds of his wing. Pedgit winked at her.

      The weredragon looked at Azure. “I’m afraid we didn’t save everyone, but we’re grateful that you asked for our intervention. We would have departed too soon, and been left with many regrets.”

      “Not everyone?” Azure asked, spinning around. Laurel should have come through by now, but she hadn’t left with the rest of the wereanimals and she wasn’t in the carriage. There were other groups spread out across the area, but she didn’t see a werecat among them.

      Panic constricted her chest, but the mountain thundered just then and a strong wind swept through the center and out its top, stealing her attention. A mushroom cloud erupted, blanketing everything with soot and dirt, and the mountain fell. A loud crack assaulted Azure’s ears, and she dove beneath the advancing wave of smoke and dust that swept across the land. Where the mountain of Lancothy had stood seconds prior was only a mound of rock and dirt. It was gone.

      Laurel! Where was she?

      She turned to Ever with tears streaming down her face. “Did you see Laurel? Where is she? Do you think she made it out?”

      Ever shook his head, pain filling his eyes. “I don’t know, Azure.”

      “She can’t be gone! She can’t be!” Azure yelled, and then she felt something in her head. At first she thought it was Micky’s voice, but this one was different—something that she’d always been connected to, although she hadn’t known. When Azure closed her eyes, pictures streaked across her vision. The Howling Willow sent her images of events all over Oriceran that were happening at that moment. Azure drew in a long steady breath and allowed herself to sink deeper.

      “Azure, are you all right?” she heard Ever ask, but she didn’t answer. Instead, she scanned the images until she found one that filled her heart with hope…and also desperate fear.

      Azure whipped open her eyes and shot toward the remains of the mountain, which were still settling.

      “Where are you going?” Ever shouted, racing after her.

      “To the chute.”

      “The chute? You mean, how we got out of Lancothy the first… Oh!” Ever said, understanding.

      Azure didn’t know how she’d recognize the random place where the chute came out of the neighboring mountain, but she didn’t have to. The Howling Willow knew where she had to go.

      As if frozen by an invisible force Azure halted and began digging, pulling away rocks and dirt until she found the wooden door. It was incredible that she’d located it when there were so many places she could have looked. The magic of the Howling Willow stole her breath.

      With all her might she yanked the door open and peered into the chute. It hadn’t caved in…but Laurel wasn’t there. She closed the door and turned around, thinking she’d missed something.

      Azure stood back up. “I don’t understand.”

      “You thought she would be in there?” Ever asked.

      “The Howling Willow showed me that she was, but it’s empty,” Azure told him.

      “Maybe it was wrong,” Ever said, shaking his head.

      “Or maybe it gave you the vision a bit early,” Monet said, striding over with his finger extended.

      Azure looked back at the door as it moved, but only an inch, as something bumped into it. “Laurel!” Azure yelled, tearing the door open again.

      There, battered and covered in dirt, was the werecat. Azure pulled her out and into her arms. “I was so worried you’d—”

      Azure couldn’t bear to finish her own sentence. Laurel turned back to the tunnel to retrieve something. “I’m sorry to worry you. I went back to get these,” she said, pulling out several bound volumes.

      “Books? You risked your life for books?” Monet yelled angrily.

      Laurel gave them a smile, one so wide it lightened Azure’s heart. “Oh, yes. There are a few things I will die to protect, and books are one of them. I lost my land, but freed my people. Lancothy will remember its history because it’s all documented here.”

      Azure took the first volume from Laurel’s hands and read the title: Inside the Mountain We Find Peace: The Complete History of Lancothy.

      Azure looked at the mountain that was no more, the one that had shielded the wereanimals from themselves. Now they were free to bless Oriceran with their gifts. All would benefit from Lancothy’s fall.
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      Cordelia looked up from the chessboard when something scratching at the door to the boarding school got her attention. She gave Hamilton a curious glance.

      He lifted one of his black eyebrows. “Smells like Lux has returned.”

      Cordelia pulled in a breath. “But not Devo.”

      “No, I’m guessing he got himself in trouble,” Hamilton said, making his move. “By the smell of it and Lux’s ragged breathing, he’s on death’s doorstep.”

      “Well, currently he’s on our doorstep. I truly hope he’s not leaving blood all over the place,” Cordelia said, snapping her fingers to summon a servant.

      A woman wearing a maid’s outfit and several bite marks on her neck stepped forward. “Yes, madam?”

      “Go and let Lux in, and clean up any mess he’s left behind,” Cordelia ordered the woman she’d condemned to be their servant and snack.

      “Yes, madam. Right away.” The woman hurried toward the entrance.

      “At least he brought us some bats,” Cordelia said, considering her next move.

      “Yes, and a decent number by the sound of it.” Hamilton combed his hands through his white-streaked black hair. Cordelia wondered what Queen Azure’s soul mark would be when they turned her into a Founder vampire.

      It was always exciting to see where the mark appeared. She hadn’t even found her own because it was on her back—that had been Hamilton. His soul mark, the white streak in his hair, was noticeable, and one of the things Cordelia found most attractive about her mate. He wore his mark as a soulless creature boldly. The sort-of- dagger-shaped birthmark on her back was noticeable only when she wore a backless dress like the one she presently had on.

      Lux slammed into the doorframe of the large study. His face was badly burned, and blood dripped from his leg.

      Cordelia blinked impassively at the follower vampire. “Where are the bats?” she asked coldly.

      “I left them in the lobby.” Lux stumbled forward and then fell. The leg of his jeans was ripped, and there was a bite wound on his calf. It was green and infected, and Cordelia turned away in disgust.

      “You got yourself bitten by a werewolf,” Hamilton said, shaking his head. Disappointment was strong in his voice.

      “Master, I need your help. Please!” Lux begged.

      Cordelia rolled her eyes and let out a long sigh. “And Devo? Where is he?”

      “He’s gone. The werewolves… And the mountain—it’s gone too. I barely got out,” Lux said, crawling forward  and stopping a few feet away from the pair at the chess table. “I had to stay in a cave during the day. And this bite…”

      Hamilton rose and extended an arm to Cordelia. She took it at once, allowing him to escort her around Lux. “At least you were able to get some bats, so you weren’t a complete failure,” she called over her shoulder.

      “Masters, please!” Lux yelled.

      Hamilton paused on the threshold to give Lux an impatient stare. “There is no cure for a werewolf bite. You’ll be dead within the hour.”

      Cordelia turned to her mate with a wicked smile on her face. “But thankfully he returned with the bats before dying. Now, shall we prepare for our journey?”

      “Yes. I’m very interested in seeing the kingdom of Virgo, where the witches and wizards are incredibly powerful,” Hamilton said.

      “They will make even more incredible vampires,” Cordelia agreed.

      “And then the queen will have no choice but to join us,” Hamilton said, escorting Cordelia to the foyer, where the bats were squeaking loudly.
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            Author Notes - Sarah Noffke

          

          Written December 3, 2017

        

      

    

    
      For my birthday this year, my friends reserved a spot at a RV park in Malibu. They love to glamp. I don’t camp and glamping is kind of lost on me. I love hiking, but want to return to my house at the end of the day.

      I’ve already digressed. Apologies.

      Anyway, my friends have a fifteen-year-old daughter who is a budding writer and one day will be writing circles around me. Sitting at the picnic table and overlooking the Pacific Ocean, Farah and I discussed books on my birthday. I was telling her about my upcoming book in Oriceran which would involve a werekingdom. She asked me what it was called. I told her I hadn’t thought of a name yet and she ought to come up with one. For the rest of the weekend, Farah thought on this and when it was time to depart she said, “Lancothy. That’s the name I’ve chosen for the werekingdom.”

      And so that’s how Lancothy was born. I remember its inception as part of my birthday celebration, hence the story and unnecessary details. I’m hoping that one day when Farah’s a famous author, she will tell her fans that she named the nobel prize-winning book called, “Lancothy.”

      Hey, I can dream, right?

      I get all my best ideas from others. For instance, we can thank the brilliance that is Tim Adams for the weredragons. He and Alastar Wilson had a lengthy conversation on how the weredragons should look and how their abilities would manifest. We can thank them for coming up with the color connection to the weredragon’s abilities.

      Lisa Frett gets is all of the credit for Pedgit, right down to naming the drunken brownie. She has great ideas when it comes to my books. Lisa, seriously, keep them coming.

      Micky Cocker is a prized resource who I couldn’t do this without. She gives me lists of names for characters that haven’t been used in KGU or Oriceran books. And Micky did become the trusty dragon bodyguard. I didn’t plan that in the beginning. Actually, I was trying to come up with the name for the dragon in book five and the name Micky popped into my head. I realize now that the universe was saying, “Ask Micky for a name.” I misread the message from the universe, as I tend to do, and named the dragon Micky. I have no regrets. She’s a masterful dragon. And you might have noticed that I named two other dragons after superfans, Tim Adams and Ron Gailey. Those guys make what I do more fun.

      As some of you know, I’m simultaneously writing this Oriceran series and in the Age of Expansion universe. It’s making me feel like I have split personalities at times. I haven’t slipped up and had Azure pull out her pistol yet, but I am thinking of having Ghost Squadron crash onto Oriceran. Then they can grab Blisters and take him to Onyx Station.

      Thank you so much for reading, supporting and brightening my day with your comments and reviews. I read everything, although it’s hard to always comment. I’m super grateful to write books and do what I love. You all make that possible.

      Sincerely,

      Sarah

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Martha Carr

          

          Written February 12, 2018

        

      

    

    
      I travelled to London recently for the 20Books conference where I got to meet a lot of authors and spend time outside of the virtual world. You might call that realm, ‘reality’. Super fans of the Oriceran Universe like Micky Cocker and Peter McLean were also there and of course I had troll stickers in my pockets. (Thank you, Micky for the wonderful diorama of London to always remind me of the trip.)

      At the end of the conference all the panelists were on the stage taking questions and the last question was, “What was your low point?” I knew instantly what my answer was to that and raised my hand because of where the story is right now and because it’s a message we can all use on any given day. Things get better in ways we can’t imagine.

      My low point was in 2008 during that recession. Remember that giant whomp where it felt like we were breaking up with the economy and we’d beg the stock market to take us back but it just slid further away? I was a print journalist (because newspapers will never go away) in New York City (where Bernie Madoff was making things twice as bad) and was fielding calls from other journalists who were sure I’d be okay, so I could reassure them. Truth was I would eventually lose just about everything I owned (some sold, some given away) and would be left with 2 ½ chairs, a bed and a dresser. That was it.

      Then in 2010, I was in a new city where I knew no one, still running lean, taking odd jobs and was diagnosed with terminal cancer – no insurance. I made a lot of phone calls and was turned down by a lot of doctors until I ran across this grant that normally took 6 weeks to get approved. Too long to save me and the surgeon said he wouldn’t operate without approval.

      But without asking me, a clerk walked my application from desk to desk and building to building and stood there, waiting till she got an answer – and in ONE DAY got it approved! She saved my life… literally.

      Okay, fast forward to today and this new Universe with Michael Anderle and the wonderful stories from Sarah Noffke that grow and expand with each book. (A werekingdom!) This past month, I signed the contract for my dream house in Austin… 10 years later and it will take movers to get everything there even if a couple rooms will be empty for now.

      You see? Things get better and magic happens. Really cool thing is I look back on that whole timeframe, and definitely don’t want to do it again, and remember all the people around me (new friends nearby, old friends who sent me cookbooks and cinnamon – it was a thing then), and it’s one of my favorite times. I was always surrounded by love.

      It’s a reminder to me to open up this new house and invite people in to share it with me. Make it a welcoming refuge for everyone. I’m looking forward with anticipation to all the new friends I’m about to make, including new SUPER FANS along the way. I’ll keep my hands open to give and receive all of it.

      And, one last thing… I’m grateful for this part of the journey with Sarah and Michael and all the other Oriceran authors that have become a family more than a business and that occasionally we all come together to celebrate outside of the virtual world in that weird place called ‘reality’.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Publisher Notes - Michael Anderle

          

          February 12th, 2018

        

      

    

    
      First, THANK YOU for reading our story, and our author notes (and publisher notes) here at the back of the book!

      I’m going to take just a moment and talk about Micky Cocker as well.

      Why? Because I just met her and her husband about nine days ago over in London, England.

      Micky and her husband had driven over to an event my publishing company was putting on before the 20BooksTo50k Indie Authors conference (which Craig Martelle orchestrated with his amazing amount of help) and it was the first time I had a chance to meet her in person

      I was writing the Kurtherian Gambit series last year when Micky joined in to be a JIT reader to help out with finding those pesky as hell problems RIGHT BEFORE it goes out to the world.

      And she did a wonderful job. Just because she was willing to help.

      So much of what we do at LMBPN, and the help we provide other indie author’s is available because other’s help us.

      Micky went on to become a named character in Craig Martelle’s books. As you read above, here in Sarah’s books as well.

      Now, I know that Micky’s willingness to help, and do great things (and be freaking amazing) was all through a virtual relationship until I got to meet her in person. I would never have been able to meet her, if I hadn’t created a Facebook group which helped other indie authors. That group put on a non-profit event in London, near enough to Micky’s home for her and her husband to visit.

      I have been pretty giving to others in my life. But, it took decades of helping others, to see the FRUIT of that helping turn around and help me like seeds planted in the ground. (Not that I wasn’t blessed before, but I didn’t count it ‘pressed down, shaken together and running over’ like it is now.)

      It was like the Universe was storing up blessings in a help-others bank account until I could seriously use it.

      I don’t know about you, but decades is a long time to go believing that helping others would help you without seeing results (working on faith). I am aware of helping for the joy of helping.

      However, I like to know that if I do X then Y will occur. If I’m told this and I believe this truth, then I want to see it HAPPEN.

      I know it won’t happen right away (generally speaking) but … you know… I’m impatient.

      Let’s just say I believe for objective reasons at this point in my life.

      Now, Sarah is taking the name (Lancothy) which Farah provided and placed it here into the book. I’ve no idea who Farah is, and I’ve never met her. However, if she were to ever be introduced to me, I would KNOW her story, and the effort she made to help name a Were Kingdom inside of our Oriceran Universe.

      She helped, and now thousands of people who have read these author notes will know her name. I hope she does decide to write and publish stories, because she has already seeded her future with good things. And that help will (eventually) come back around and pay dividends.

      Who knows? Maybe a future me, acting as a publisher, will be the lucky company to release her best seller?

      

      I can hope.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael Anderle
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        100 years ago…

      

      

      Hot winds blew across the pillaged and broken land of Leo. The constant battles had burned down every cottage in the village, and the only structure that still stood was the House of Torrance, on the high hill.

      The sight of the scorched rolling hills on the outskirts of the Dark Forest knocked the breath out of Mage Lenore. There was nothing to be done for the kingdom of Leo now. The land would need to rest and the people needed time to mend. One day, Mage Lenore knew, this would be a thriving nation again. Only then would its rightful leader return.

      “Pssst!” Helga spat from the shadows.

      “I see you clearly,” Mage Lenore admonished the witch. “There’s no reason to ensure that everyone in the vicinity hears you.”

      Helga pulled her hood tighter over her head. “Do you think I’ve been seen?”

      Mage Lenore halted right in front of the witch, pressing the bundle she held firmly into her chest. “Of course you haven’t. I’ve cloaked this section of the Dark Forest.”

      “Is that why I didn’t encounter any deadly beasts on the way through?” Helga asked.

      “Well, that, and also because you’re as annoying as a screeching night owl,” Mage Lenore teased. “Who would want anything to do with you?”

      Helga hitched up her hip. “I know a wizard or two who would.”

      “And per our agreement, you’ll keep yourself out of wizard’s beds, correct?” Mage Lenore asked, a sturdy look in her ancient eyes.

      “Have I been cleared of the charges?”

      Mage Lenore nodded. “I have arranged to have all of your records cleared, with the understanding that you’ll behave yourself from here on out.”

      “Then only the straight and narrow for me,” Helga said, sounding resentful about the notion. “What do I have to do in return?”

      Mage Lenore cast a last look at the bundle in her arms before handing it over. “You must raise this as your own.”

      “A baby!” the witch said too loudly. “Are you insane? I don’t want a child!”

      Mage Lenore gazed contemptuously at the witch before her. “And yet you also don’t want to be imprisoned for the many crimes you’ve committed all over Oriceran, or pay any of your debts. The House of Enchanted has granted you immunity and the right to live within their borders, and they were the only ones willing to take you. I think that should show you how unwanted you are, Helga Petersen.”

      The witch’s bottom lip protruded as she stared down at the sleeping child in her arms. “But this a baby, and I’ll have to—”

      “Selflessly care for it at the expense of your own needs,” Mage Lenore said, cutting Helga off. “Yes, I think it is the perfect rehabilitation for you.”

      “Where are its parents?”

      “Dead,” Mage Lenore chirped simply.

      “And what am I supposed to do with it? I don’t know the first thing about children,” Helga groaned.

      Mage Lenore swept her eyes at her back. The fires were spreading. She should be gone soon. “You will learn. The Queen of Virgo has kindly offered you some provisions. She has recently given birth to her own child, and has taken pity on you.”

      “I don’t need hoity-toity royalty looking down their noses at me,” Helga said bitterly.

      “Then you will decline their help and do it all on your own, but you will take care of the child,” Mage Lenore stated firmly.

      “And I’ll pretend as if it’s my own?”

      “He,” Mage Lenore corrected. “And yes.”

      “What do I say happened to his father?” Helga asked.

      Mage Lenore sighed. Anyone who knew Helga wouldn’t really wonder how she had a child; more likely, they’d wonder how she didn’t have a brood of them.

      “You’ll simply say that he disappeared,” she commanded.

      “Fine,” Helga said, staring at the baby boy like he was a pile of slugs. She started in the direction of the Dark Forest, trudging through the thicket of branches unhappily. When almost cloaked in its darkness, she spun back around to face Mage Lenore. “What is his name? Or can I name him myself?” she asked hopefully.

      The oldest witch on Oriceran shook her head. “He has a name. One that he shall carry for all his life.”

      “What is it?” Helga asked.

      Mage Lenore smiled. “Monet Torrance.”
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      “It smells old,” Hamilton said, his nose pinched.

      “It is old,” Cordelia replied, a hint of mischief in her voice. “Keep your eyes closed.”

      Dutifully, Hamilton kept his eyelids firmly shut. “There’s also a bit of rot in the air.”

      “Yes, I don’t think there’s any way to get that out of the place. Let’s call it a part of its charm.” Cordelia positioned Hamilton in the perfect spot and waited until Ata had lit the last torch. Buzzing with excitement, she came around to stand in front of Hamilton, her long red gown brushing the ancient tiles.

      “Okay, you can open them,” Cordelia said, smiling.

      He opened his blue eyes, blinking several times to clear his vision as his focus adjusted to the dark. Mouth falling open, Hamilton rotated, taking in the massive room with its vaulted ceilings held up by giant columns. Fire light danced across the walls which sparkled with golden hieroglyphs. It was the most incredible place he’d ever seen and radiated with a vibrant energy.

      Hamilton’s breath caught in his throat from amazement. “Are we…?”

      Cordelia nodded, her hands pressed together in front of her.

      “But how…? It’s impossible…” Hamilton rotated again, his chin tilting up to the ceiling high above them.

      Cordelia extended her arm to the wizard who stood on the far side of the room. “Ata was able to lift the magic that prevented us from entering. Now the Great Pyramid of Giza is our home. A headquarters that you can finally be proud of.”

      “I can’t believe you did it.” Hamilton’s loafers made a clicking sound that echoed throughout the long chamber as he strode toward the far end.

      “For you, my darling, I’d do just about anything,” Cordelia stated.

      Hamilton spun around, a playfully cautious expression on his face. “‘Just about anything’? What, you won’t sacrifice yourself for me, is that it?”

      Cordelia laughed. “I’ve spent hundreds of years feeding your every whim. You want me to sacrifice myself for you?”

      Hamilton strode back in Cordelia’s direction, halting in front of her, a brilliant smile lighting up his handsome face. “Not that many things can destroy us, being founder vampires, but I do expect you to throw yourself into the fire to save me, should the occasion arise.”

      Cordelia lowered her chin, a coy look on her face. “Do you like it?”

      Hamilton brandished a wolfish grin. “Of course I do, my love. It’s perfect. I’m confused though—I thought that the Great Pyramid of Giza contained only small burial chambers and connecting tunnels.”

      Cordelia nodded. “The pyramid on Earth is as you describe. However, the magic on Oriceran made Giza more similar to the Sphinx.”

      “Which the New Egyptian witches and wizards have taken over,” Hamilton growled.

      “Not for long.” A flash of confidence flew to Cordelia’s eyes. “Ata was able to remove the wards that prevented vampires from entering this pyramid, so he’ll be able to do the same to his old home. Won’t you, Ata?” Cordelia spun to face the wizard, standing by a wall covered in golden hieroglyphs.

      Robotically, he nodded. “Yes, master. I’m working on it.”

      “Make it happen,” Cordelia commanded. “At the rate the brood is growing, we will need a place to expand.”

      Bats squeaked from the ceiling overhead, drawing the attention of both vampires.

      “Is the colony ready for the journey?” Hamilton asked.

      “Yes, and once we have turned a few choice witches and wizards from Virgo into founder vampires, we will be strong enough to overwhelm the coven here.” Cordelia felt the hunger that always accompanied a good mood. Her fangs slid down, and her skin burned from the elation of the moment.

      “Magic will soon be destroyed,” Hamilton said, a triumphant smile on his face.

      “And then vampires can reign, once and for all,” Cordelia exclaimed.
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      Since the kingdom of Lancothy had fallen, hundreds of wereanimals were homeless. Some had scattered to the Dark Forests, intent on hiding away. Some had found caves, feeling more at home inside a mountain. But thankfully, most of the wereanimals had asked for help and could be found in a clearing at the base of a mountain range.

      Rows of tables sat in the clearing, each marked with its purpose: “Maps of Oriceran,” “Housing Options,” “Skills Assessment,” “Occupational Placement,” “Oriceran Acclimation Counseling.”

      Wereanimals filed between the various tables, most of them nervously staring around. These were the refuges from Lancothy; Azure firmly believed that integrating them into life on Oriceran was her mission.

      She handed a wereporcupine a bundle of provisions with a smile. “If you’re hungry, Laurel has started a new batch of vegetables on the grill.” Azure indicated the brick grill where savory smoke wafted into the darkening sky. The grill had been transported from Virgo, along with many of the supplies that made up the refugee camp.

      The wereporcupine hesitated before taking the care package, a bewildered expression on his face.

      “If you’re looking for a ‘thank you,’ you’ll be waiting a while,” Monet said at Azure’s side.

      “I’m not.” Azure handed another bundle to the next wereanimal, something that was furry but whose specific designation was unclear. Weremongoose, maybe.

      “Right, you’re doing all this because you’re Saint Azure, and your royal blood makes you pure of heart,” Monet teased.

      “We’re doing this because we destroyed these wereanimals’ home,” Azure countered.

      “We didn’t do anything. Vampires destroyed that mountain,” Monet argued.

      Azure handed another package to the next wereanimal. “The fact remains that these wereanimals need help. None of them have been outside of Lancothy, and a little compassion will go a long way in helping them. Can you imagine how scary it is to venture out into the world when you’ve been taught your whole life that beings on Oriceran loathe wereanimals?”

      “Yes. That’s why I’m making a killing selling antidepressant potions.” Monet motioned to the potions booth he had set up on the far end of the field, which was currently being supervised by Blisters and Manx. The pooka was in black stallion form, staring down into a simmering cauldron. Blisters, who wasn’t tall enough to see the contents of the giant cauldron, kept rearing back on his heels to try and get a closer look. They were inevitably moments away from a disaster, as was typical when the clumsy unicorn tried to help.

      “Please tell me you’re joking? You’re not really taking advantage of these poor wereanimals,” Azure said.

      “Of course I’m kidding.” Monet laughed. “The currency of these damn wereanimals is worthless to me. Lancothy’s exchange fell faster than a witch’s panties in my bed when that mountain exploded.”

      Azure looked Monet over. His green hair was a mess of chaos, and his robes were frayed and dirty. He might be pretending not to care about the wereanimals, but if anyone was losing more sleep than her by helping the refugees, it was Monet.

      “Looks like Manx and Blisters have things under control. Why don’t you take a nap in the carriage,” Azure offered, nodding to the red and gold stagecoach at her back. Three of the dragons were hunting, but Micky sat dutifully a safe distance away, her sharp eyes resting on Azure.

      “No. I’m not a baby who needs naps, dear Azure,” Monet replied, flashing his gaze at his booth. “I’m fine, and I’m not leaving that runt unicorn and psycho pooka alone with my stuff. They are seconds away from destroying an entire batch of hair removal potion.”

      Azure dropped her chin and regarded Monet with hooded eyes. “Why are you brewing a hair removal potion?”

      “Because some of these wereanimals are vain as fuck and want a sleeker look,” Monet said through a loud yawn.

      Azure shook her head, but laughed still. The potion, she knew from the purplish-gray color, was an antibacterial formula, probably to combat any infections the wereanimals contracted. “Fine, work yourself tirelessly. See if I care.”

      Monet strode back to his post, offering Azure a wink over his shoulder. “You care.”

      “The guards are all stationed around the perimeter,” Ever said, having appeared soundlessly behind Azure. Damn Light Elf was as quiet as a mouse. Not a weremouse—they were loud as fuck, full of constant chatter and giggles.

      Azure nodded. “Thanks. I’m not completely confident that setting up guards will do too much against a vampire attack, but at least we have something in place.”

      Ever picked up a package from the bin and began helping Azure hand them to the wereanimals in line. “What we need is to discover their weakness.”

      “Yes, we don’t know enough about them. That’s why I feel powerless against them,” Azure related.

      Ever gave her a long, contemptuous glare. “Says the girl who is immune to their attacks.” He pointed to the ruby necklace hanging around her neck.

      “Well, that may be so, but I’m still responsible for all of you, and I can’t really defend you, now can I?” Azure argued.

      “I don’t believe I ever asked for your protection, Queen Azure,” Ever said, a playful tone in his voice.

      “And yet, I’m offering it to you regardless.”

      Ever’s blue eyes seemed to brighten for a moment. “Then it’s only fair that I do the same, if you should ever need my help.”

      A fat rain drop fell onto Azure’s head. She gazed up at the graying sky as the smell that preceded a rainstorm filled the air.

      “I didn’t know we were supposed to get rain,” Ever stated, conjuring a tarp and throwing it over the crate of supplies.

      Azure pulled her wand from her robe, pointing it to the sky. “I can take care of that.”

      Ever placed his hand on her arm, trying to lower it. “Save your energy, Queen. We both know that halting a storm will deplete you, and who knows what you’ll need your energy for.”

      Azure’s eyes fell to his warm hand on her arm. “Are you trying to be practical?”

      “As your council advisor, I’m trying to help. That’s what you employ me to do,” Ever stated with a protectiveness that was unique to him. None of the other council members looked at her like that. She’d probably clock Monet if he gave her the same heated expression.

      “You’re right.” Azure held her wand in the direction of the tables, muttering a single incantation that covered them with canopies. The wereanimals dispersed, running for the tents that had been set up for them.

      “Go on, find some shelter!” Monet yelled from his booth. “Before you all smell like a bunch of wet dogs!”
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      Reynolds paced in front of the dining room table, his breathing deep. Sari had done her best to ignore him, but it was getting increasingly difficult.

      She pinched a piece of her purple hair behind her ear and faked a polite smile. “If you’re so worried about vampires here in New Egypt, you can always leave.”

      “I can’t, actually,” Reynolds barked—louder than he intended, by the abashed look on his face.

      “Right,” Sari said absentmindedly. “Your transportation is broken, I forgot.”

      “You mean that a vampire killed my Pegasus,” Reynolds corrected.

      Sari waved him off, directing her attention back to the page from the Book of the Dead that they’d recovered from the Precinct of Mut. In truth, she couldn’t decipher any of it, but she pretended that she could as Gillian pored over the page. The gnome had a loose understanding of the hieroglyphs, although decoding each one was tedious work.

      “Doesn’t it bother either of you that vampires are attacking our animals?” Reynolds asked, his voice coated in frustration.

      Sari kept her eyes on the ancient page of drawings. “Not really. That’s what vampires do. They suck blood. But you should be concerned, since your shady, illegal breeder friend loaned you the Pegasi. He’ll probably break your legs for losing one of them.”

      Gillian’s eyes looked tired when he looked up at Reynolds. “I absolutely understand your stress over the situation, but the increasing vampire attacks only mean that we have to work harder to find a solution.”

      “We don’t even know that the missing pages from the Book of the Dead will tell us how to stop the vampires,” Reynolds complained, throwing his fingers through his thick red hair, combing it to the side.

      Gillian stabbed his short finger at a symbol on the page. “Actually, that’s precisely what this page guarantees!”

      “What?” Sari bolted to a standing position, staring more intently at the page, trying to see it from a different angle. “What does it say? How do we defeat the vampires?”

      Gillian shook his head, pulling his bowler off and wiping the back of his arm across his forehead. “The page references both a cure for vampirism and a weapon that can be used against founders.”

      Sari lowered her chin, regarding Gillian with significantly less enthusiasm. “Let me guess, it references it and says, ‘that information can be found on the next page’? The one we don’t have.”

      “And here I thought you couldn’t decipher the code,” Gillian said with a chuckle.

      Reynolds continued stalking back and forth. “Are you saying that we need another page from the Book of the Dead?”

      Gillian pulled the page Azure had found inside the Sphinx on Earth closer to him. “This page, now that I know what I’m looking for, has part of a formula for a cure.”

      Reynolds sighed loudly. “But it’s incomplete, isn’t it?”

      Sari pursed her lips and gave Reynolds a disapproving glare. “All solutions come in three. Come on, even newbie wizards know that.”

      “Sari, I worry for your safety the longer you stay in New Egypt,” Reynolds stated adamantly.

      “But you accompanied me knowing that we’d be in danger,” Sari countered.

      Reynolds massaged his temples. “I accompanied you to protect you.”

      “But you changed your mind when you realized that nothing was sacred, when the vampires attacked the illustrious Pegasi, is that right?” Sari asked, amused.

      Reynolds wasn’t wrong to be concerned, but his worry had exponentiated since the attack. Sari had to admit that it hit a little close to a nerve for her, as well.

      “The fact remains,” Gillian began, smoothing the wrinkled page on the table, “that if we don’t find a solution, vampires will take over all of Oriceran, and there will be no safe place. All magic will be threatened.”

      “So we need to find the last missing page from the Book of the Dead,” Sari stated. “Where should we look next?”

      “The first page was found in the Sphinx on Earth,” Gillian mused, his tone low.

      “And the second was in the temple of Mut,” Sari added.

      “We haven’t searched the Great Pyramid of Giza yet,” Reynolds offered.

      Gillian shook his head. “Because it’s been magically sealed with a spell too difficult for any of us to break.”

      “The pages wouldn’t be in there, anyway,” Sari reasoned.

      “Ah, yes. Khufu was the ruler who asked the gods to curse the vampires; they originated during the construction of his tomb,” Reynolds stated.

      Sometimes Reynolds’ extensive knowledge on diverse topics endeared Sari to him. However, the gnome was more educated than anyone she knew, and she never found herself attracted to him.

      “So what we need to do is think like a vampire.” Gillian tapped his finger on the side of his head. “You’re a bloodthirsty vampire and can’t destroy the pages from the Book of the Dead, but you want to keep them concealed. Where do you hide them?”

      “There’s significance behind each of the locations where we found the missing pages,” Reynolds stated. “So where is some place of importance for vampires that we haven’t searched yet?”

      “Osiris,” Sari whispered, a revelation sparking in her mind.

      “Queen Mother, you’ve thought of something?” Gillian asked.

      She nodded. “Vampires revere the god of the afterlife, Osiris, correct?”

      “He is the god they can thank for their immortality,” Reynolds agreed.

      “And we already know that the Book of the Dead pages can’t be damaged,” Sari said, her brain working through the new idea.

      “Which means…?” Reynolds prodded.

      “Which means that the lost page could be at the bottom of the Nile river and still be fine,” Sari stated.

      “But why the Nile?” Gillian asked.

      “Because to find the page, we should recount Osiris’s path,” Sari said. “The god of the afterlife was murdered, and his coffin thrown into the Nile.”

      “How do you suppose we’re going to find a single page in a river as large as the Nile?” Reynolds asked.

      “The same way that Isis, along with help from others, found Osiris’s body so she could resurrect him,” Sari said, triumph rising in her voice.

      Gillian’s eyes widened. “They used a tracking spell.”

      “Exactly!” Sari said, pulling her giant grimoire to her from the other side of the table.

      “Do you think you can create a tracking spell that will locate the page deep within the river and pull it to the surface?” Reynolds asked, leaning over her shoulder as she flipped through the pages.

      Sari paused and stared up at Reynolds. “I’m no Egyptian goddess, but I’m fairly certain I am up to the challenge.”
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      A furious growl ripped from the weretiger’s mouth. It lunged low, about to pounce on the wizard. Alfie held his wand at the ready, red sparks flying from its tip in warning.

      The weretiger was soon joined on either side by another from its pack, both snarling, hot anger in their eyes. Three wizards ran out of the crowd, coming to Alfie’s aid.

      Laurel watched the soon-to-be blood battle, paralyzed. She’d tried to intervene, but the weretigers rejected anything she said, calling her a traitor. She held her paw to her face; it was badly scratched from where the weretiger, Reese, had assaulted her when she tried to reason with him.

      “Don’t make me do this, werecat!” Alfie yelled at Reese, brandishing his wand like it was a mighty sword.

      A guttural growl split the air. “That is a weak werecat,” Reese yelled, throwing an accusatory glare at Laurel. “I’m a weretiger and king of the land. Whatever you do, wizard, will be punished tenfold.”

      “This is not your land!” one of the wizards behind Alfie yelled, shooting a yellow bolt of lightning at the weretigers.

      Reese was struck, and fell to the ground. The other weretigers reacted immediately, springing after the wizards. Screams and growls echoed as the fight sped out of control. Laurel, unable to watch a moment longer, unlike the crowd around her, covered her eyes. A moment later, the cacophony of noise vanished.

      Perplexed, Laurel peeked through her claws.

      The weretigers and wizards were all individually tied with ropes and lying flat on their backs. Laurel lowered her paws and stared around at the crowd, but everyone was doing the same as her: looking for the source of the restraints.

      A deep growl parted the crowd, and Queen Azure stepped through the onlookers and straight into the center of the ring, with the green dragon called Micky at her heels.

      “What is going on here?” Azure’s voice boomed over the crowd. She held the staff made of Howling Willow that held Mage Lenore’s crystal ball. Her blue hair swept in the wind behind her as she stared down at the offenders.

      “Those weretigers attacked us unprovoked,” Alfie yelled, rolling to sit up.

      “We did not!” Reese roared. “You offended us!”

      “By looking at you the wrong way!” Alfie exclaimed.

      “Enough! We are not to fight each other!” Azure screamed, making everyone freeze. She pointed to the side of the crowd where Laurel stood amongst mostly wereanimals. “You may think that the world of Oriceran is out to judge you, to persecute you for being different. Nothing is further from the truth. We are all one, we’re in this together. But if you’re looking for a fight, you will find one. When you believe others are gawking at you because you’re different, I want you to consider that they are staring because you’re magnificent. Those on Oriceran have not seen wereanimals in centuries. You must expect to be regarded with a bit of awe.”

      Azure caught Laurel’s gaze, but her eyes fell after seeing the scratches across her friend’s face. “And if you are fighting each other, you’re not doing yourself any favors. You don’t want to be regarded as wild beasts?” Azure said, pointing in the distance. “Then I would encourage you not to act as such.”

      Around the crowd, many of the wereanimals hung their heads, shame evident in their demeanors. Azure spun to face the witches and wizards gathered on the far side of the circle. “And those of you from Virgo, you must show more tolerance to our new friends. Integrating isn’t easy for them, and if you’re quick to anger, there will be no peace among us.”

      “Yes, Queen Azure,” many of the witches and wizards muttered.

      The storm had subsided at sunset, and many of the torches around the camp were being lit, casting the queen in an orange glow. “If you prefer to spend time alone, that is completely understandable. I’m not forcing any of you to interact. However, for those who decide to put aside your differences, I’ve arranged something I think you all deserve.”

      Music started low, growing in intensity from somewhere on the other side of the crowd. Micky the dragon swung her tail, and a group of witches parted as a band playing musical instruments stepped forward. Dancers dressed in vibrant shades of pinks and purples twirled around a fiddler as he cranked out an infectious tune.

      A gasp from the crowd pulled Laurel’s attention to a commotion at her back. A wizard on stilts toddled forward, wearing a costume dangling with bells and tassels. He lifted his wand and blew on the tip, sending a sharp bolt to the makings of a bonfire. It lit like a volcano, showering light on the crowd. The atmosphere shifted instantaneously, as laughter and sounds of amusement filled the air.

      Azure pointed her wand at the bound weretigers and wizards, releasing them with a punishing look.

      Laurel could hardly believe how quickly and efficiently the young queen had taken care of an altercation that could have spread like a virus. She approached Azure, bowing to her when she got close.

      “How can I help? Do you want me to continue serving food?” Laurel asked Azure.

      She smiled. “Actually, I hired servers, and they arrived moments ago.”

      “Oh?” Laurel asked, scanning the crowd for these servers. Now that she was looking, silver platters were in fact floating through the thicket of wereanimals and people. They were piled high with cheese, crackers, various vegetables and ripe fruits. However, Laurel couldn’t see what was holding the floating trays up. She blinked, her eyes refocusing.

      Laurel laughed with delight when she saw what was carrying the various trays. Three or four tiny fairies held ropes attached to the platters, flying them through the air.

      “What I’d like you to do, is enjoy the festivities,” Azure said to Laurel, her eyes resting on the scratches marking her cheek. “Thanks for all your help. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “I tried to stop the fight,” Laurel stated, shame making her face feel hot.

      Azure shook her head, her sensitive smile not faltering. “I have no doubt that you did everything you could. Give the wereanimals some time. They will see you for who you are.”

      “A deserter,” Laurel said, wishing her tone didn’t sound so defeated. It was hard to hold her chin up, with so many giving her constant, contemptuous glares.

      Azure shook her head. “No, I was thinking a revolutionary.”

      The atmosphere of the crowd began to seep into Laurel, and she found herself smiling. “I hope you’re right.”
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      Azure watched the werecat retreat through the crowd before turning to the dragon dutifully standing behind her.

      “It’s going to be dark soon, we should tighten guards at the perimeter,” Azure said.

      Per usual, Micky appeared reluctant to leave Azure’s side. But after a moment, she gracefully turned, making her way to relay the message to the other dragons.

      “I have a complaint,” Finswick said at Azure’s back.

      She rolled her eyes before giving her familiar her full attention. “Please tell me that it’s of some significance.”

      “Things are going missing around the camp,” the cat answered, his back arched and ears back.

      “Things?” Azure asked.

      “Monet reported that his flask was stolen. My crystal encrusted collar is not where I left it. And Blisters says that he’s pretty certain he had a cashmere sweater that has disappeared,” Finswick stated.

      “First off, Monet probably got drunk and lost his flask. And Blisters doesn’t have a cashmere sweater, because he’s a fucking unicorn. But I’m sorry about the collar. I know it’s a family heirloom. I’ll keep an eye out,” Azure stated.

      “Ever also reported that he had a talisman disappear, and Manx says he had some coins stolen.”

      Azure considered this and shrugged. “Well, it’s possible we have a thief among us, although I hope it’s a mistake.”

      “You’re not concerned enough,” Finswick accused, flicking his tail back and forth.

      Azure swept her arm at the festivities. “I’m taking a moment to enjoy that things are going marginally well. This is supposed to be a celebration, you know?”

      Finswick blinked his green eyes up at Azure impassively. “What if I told you that Bob’s genie lamp is missing?”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me that from the beginning?” Azure asked, sudden dread filling her.

      “Oh, now that it’s something of yours, you’re concerned,” Finswick strode off through the crowd, his head smugly held high.

      “Damn cat!” Azure whipped her wand out, thinking up the right spell. She could search the camp or even make threats, but she thought that a well-spoken spell could do the trick for her. “A thief at large is found, when a string is tied round. The trail leads without a sound,” she sang, flicking her wand.

      A glowing, magical string of light tied around Azure’s wand, snaking its way through the crowd. Azure followed the invisible trail that only she could see, moving through the dancing wereanimals and people. Her eyes narrowed at the end of the string, which disappeared into an irregularly shaped tent.

      Azure paused outside the entrance to it, bracing herself to come face-to-face with a wererhinoceros or werehyena, or something else as vicious. She tightened her grip around her wand and barged into the tent.

      Stunned, Azure froze at the sight before her. Objects were piled high, teetering one on top of another. Mugs, watches, jewelry and trinkets of all sorts crowded every inch of the perimeter, threatening to bust the walls of the tent. In the center, sitting on a plush pillow and nibbling on a piece of cheese, was a small and unassuming wererat.

      “Did you steal all of this?” Azure asked.

      The wererat jumped, his cheese crumbling in his claws and falling into his lap.

      “Queen!” the wererat squeaked. “I can explain!”

      Azure crossed her arms in front of her chest and tapped her foot. “I’m waiting.”

      “Well…You see…I…” the wererat stuttered.

      “Are you a kleptomaniac?” Azure asked, kneeling over and plucking the genie lamp from a stack.

      “No!” the wererat yelled. “I’m sorry. It’s just that everyone ignores me because of my size, so…”

      “So you thought you’d steal their stuff in retaliation?” Azure asked.

      The wererat shook his head furiously. “No, that’s not it at all. I thought that if stuff went missing, whoever found it would be honored for reuniting everyone in the camp with their treasures.”

      Azure blanched with surprise. “Do you mean that you stole everyone’s stuff so that you could return it and get credit?”

      The wererat nodded profusely. “See! My end goal was noble.”

      “I’m not sure I’d call it that. Have you tried just being nice?” Azure asked.

      “It doesn’t matter what I do, the others ignore me. Rats are considered awful animals.”

      Azure knelt and offered her palm to the wererat. He hesitated before scurrying onto it. She straightened, looking at the wererat directly. “What’s your name?”

      “Gouda,” the wererat answered. He was the size of a normal rat, with whiskers and a pointy nose, but had legs and arms like a human’s.

      “Gouda, you’re obviously good at collecting things,” Azure said. “What if I made you my official census collector? You’d get a chance to meet everyone, and could naturally make many friends.”

      “You’re not going to punish me for my crimes?” Gouda asked, brushing crumbs off his chest.

      Azure shook her head. “I think I can let the offense go this time, if you promise to return all of the items you stole.”

      The wererat nodded before leaping off Azure’s hand and onto a tall stack of belongings. He picked up a perfume bottle and ran down to the ground. “I’ll return all the items tonight. And yes, I’m happy to take the position you’ve offered.”

      Azure smiled as Gouda hurried for the tent entrance. She held up the lamp, grateful that Bob was safe. She’d put so much effort into freeing him and wouldn’t be defeated.
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      Nenet pressed the spigot of the blood bag to her mouth and drank. It still surprised her how she could crave blood, but also be disgusted by the act of drinking it. If it wasn’t for Ata, she was sure she’d have starved. His blood sustained her. It was too hard for her to consider feeding off an actual person or animal. The other vampires, the crude savages who congested the main areas of the Great Pyramid, said that she’d get used to the act of feeding if she actually tried it. But they were also monsters who weren’t completely ripped apart by the fact that they’d lost their magic forever.

      “Something is bothering you,” Ata observed.

      Nenet lowered the blood bag. “You mean besides the fact that I’m drinking your blood, and hiding inside the shadows of a disgusting old tomb?”

      Ata tore his gaze away from her and nodded, staring at the rose granite coffin in front of him. “Yes, besides that.”

      “I still don’t understand how you were able to open the Great Pyramid in the first place,” Nenet mused. “Not to mention that vampires aren’t allowed to roam about, like in the Sphinx. Our coven…well, the coven I used to belong to…was protected from vampires in the Sphinx, because only those with magic could enter into it.”

      “It was a different ward that prevented vampires from entering the Great Pyramid,” Ata explained. “Actually, I was quite surprised and delighted when Cordelia asked me to take down the protection of this place, so they could make it their headquarters.”

      “Really? Go on, then,” Nenet encouraged.

      She’d never heard Ata use a word as informal as ‘delighted,’ but he had been trapped under the mind control of Cordelia and Hamilton for quite some time. Maybe, like her, he was starting to lose himself.

      “Cordelia wanted a place that represented great power and was worthy to be their headquarters,” Ata said.

      “So she chose a place full of spiders and old dust,” Nenet said, eyeing the ceiling of the main chamber, which was quite different than most of the other rooms in the Great Pyramid.

      “She chose one of the seven wonders of the world, forgetting who it was built for.” He tapped his crook on the top of the coffin. It creaked, and a cloud of dust puffed out of the sides, but the lid didn’t move.

      “King Khufu?” Nenet asked. “Do you think she overlooked the fact that he was the one who asked the gods to govern the vampires?”

      Ata tried again to move the lid from the coffin, but it didn’t budge. “I think that Cordelia’s obsession with power and growing the brood has obstructed much of her reason. Hamilton is no better.”

      “Then her mistake might be to our advantage,” Nenet said.

      “Let’s hope so. It was Khufu who first asked for the gods’ intervention. It was during the construction of this pyramid that the first bat from Earth crossed over into Oriceran.”

      “Infecting a wizard and stealing their magic,” Nenet cut in, filling in part of the history.

      “Exactly. And the first founder vampire was created,” Ata explained. “Khufu summoned the gods, and Ra, the god of the Sun, cursed vampires so they were unable to go out during the day.”

      “And Osiris made them immortal in an attempt to create balance for the new species,” Nenet nodded.

      Ata narrowed his eyes. “Osiris created monsters that were unstoppable.”

      “I still don’t understand what this has to do with Khufu,” Nenet said.

      “Vampires threatened Khufu’s ability to complete his greatest project.” Ata held his arms wide. “This very pyramid. No one hated vampires more than him. When Khufu was entombed, the gods who had battled over the powers of the vampires, buried their hatchet, so to speak, with the king that started it all.”

      Ata paused, trying and failing to remove the lid from Khufu’s casket.

      “I’m not completely following, but I’m guessing that’s because I’m missing important details,” Nenet stated.

      “Yes, there’s more to the history. Most aren’t aware of it all,” Ata said, dropping his crook by his side and letting out a weighty sigh. “You see, the reason that vampires, specifically founders, aren’t allowed to enter the Great Pyramid is for their protection. The only thing that can end a founder is located right here.”

      Ata pointed at the stone casket before them.

      “Khufu?” Nenet gasped, stepping back, fearful for her end. My existence as a vampire has been miserable, though, she reasoned. I should be plotting my own immortal death, at this point.

      Ata nodded. “The king holds the key to ending the founders’ reign.”

      “But how were you able to break the enchantment that kept vampires out of here?”

      “The spell stated that as long as Khufu slept, the wards would protect the vampires, keeping them out.”

      A thud echoed on the other side of the stone lid.

      Nenet jumped and then braced herself, smiling wide. “Oh! So you…”

      “I’ve woken the sleeping king.”

      “Which is how Cordelia and Hamilton and the rest of us have been able to enter the Great Pyramid,” Nenet said.

      “Yes, and when I’ve figured out how to free him, you must get as far from this place as possible.” Ata’s voice was commanding, the tone he’d used when he was king.

      “But you’re trying to open it now,” Nenet remarked hotly.

      “With little hope that I’ll be successful,” Ata protested, shaking his head. “I’m only testing the bounds of the spell. This king was entombed with the notion that if he was ever awoken, it would be because a war with vampires was threatening to end all magic.”

      “So this was a safeguard that the gods put into place to ensure that vampires didn’t take over Oriceran?” Nenet asked.

      “Yes. Now I must undo a spell that a hundred witches and wizards performed to seal Khufu away.”

      “If anyone can do it, it’s you, Ata.”
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      Azure threw the lamp down on the couch before flopping down in the chair beside it. The carriage was quiet, since most were still enjoying the festivities that would no doubt go on until the bonfires burned out. The wereanimals were still filled with insecurities, and their transition into the culture of Oriceran would take time, but Azure felt they’d made progress.

      A bouncing noise shook Azure from sleep. She sat bolt upright to find Manx in goat form, kicking a ball across the marble floors of the large interior of the carriage. Blisters made to catch the object with his teeth, but stuck his horn straight through the inflated ball instead.

      “That’s the third ball you’ve punctured!” Manx complained.

      Blisters shook his head, but the ball didn’t budge off his horn. “I’m sorry. I’m really trying to be more careful.”

      “What’s going on?” Azure asked, pushing up out of the deep seat, exhaustion making the task more difficult than it should be.

      “Blisters is ruining everything, per usual,” Manx stated, jumping up onto the table and bleating at the unicorn.

      “I’m not!” Blisters exclaimed, still shaking his head.

      Azure held up a cautious hand to encourage Blisters not to shake his mane as she approached. She pulled the deflated ball from his horn.

      “Why don’t you two find a different game to play,” she suggested.

      “Like Russian Roulette?” Manx offered.

      “Like Elements.” Azure pointed at the deck of cards she’d been using with Monet the day before.

      “I think pin the tail on the unicorn would be better,” Manx stated.

      Azure, unhurried, rotated her chin, giving him a cold stare. The pooka morphed into his black rabbit form, his nose twitching.

      “Don’t try that sweet little bunny routine on me,” Azure warned.

      “If you’re not too busy playing with the farm animals, I’d like a word,” Bob called from the couch. He’d slipped out of his lamp and now hovered in the air, sitting crossed-legged.

      Azure rolled her eyes. There was definitely not going to be any rest for her. “What?”

      “I seem to remember that you were trying to free me from this tiny, dank prison.” Bob cast his arm in the direction of the golden lamp lying on its side under him.

      “Yes, I still plan on it,” Azure stated through a yawn. “I’ve just been busy.”

      Bob tilted his head to the side, listening. “Is that music I hear?”

      “Oh yes!” Blisters skipped over, nearly running into Azure as he passed on his way to the couch. “There’s a fun celebration going on for the wereanimals. You wouldn’t believe all the different kinds of food they are serving. Figs, berries, chocolate covered strawberries—which I’m not sure why you’d ruin chocolate like that. And there’s all sorts of cheeses. Cheddar, blue, gorgonzola, goat—”

      Manx shifted back into his goat form and groaned. “I take offense to that.”

      “I don’t believe you were milked to make the cheese,” Azure stated dryly as Monet and Ever entered the carriage.

      “Oh, a party. With fine foods. And music,” Bob said bitterly. “That must be nice. I’d love to go to such a party, but as you might remember, Queen, I’m locked inside this closet you all call my home.”

      “I can grab you a doggie bag, if you’d like,” Monet said, sounding amused.

      Manx changed to his black dog form and barked.

      “I think you’ve offended him,” Ever said.

      Monet laughed. “And yet, I don’t give a damn.”

      “You know damn well that I can’t eat while imprisoned in the lamp.” Bob threw his hairy arm to his forehead dramatically. “My miniscule confines curse me to never be hungry, sleep or suffer from old age.”

      “And the problem is?” Monet asked, drawing out the last word.

      “I have never really lived! Well, unless you count the time before I was imprisoned as a genie,” Bob stated. “I was a wealthy stakeholder in the foreign markets, and had a dozen wives.”

      “What markets?” Ever asked.

      Bob waved him off. “None of your concern. It had nothing to do with illegal activity or evil espionage that betrayed peaceful nations.”

      Monet gave Azure a curious glance. “We never said it did.”

      “Stop with the accusations!” Bob bellowed, throwing his arms into the air.

      Azure let out a long breath. “Look, Bob, I still plan to free you. I’ve just been—”

      “Yes, please free the wicked genie,” Monet teased, cutting her off.

      “I’m not evil!” Bob argued.

      “You just confessed!” Monet yelled.

      “It’s not like I know ten effortless ways to kill a man with a single touch,” Bob said.

      “But do you?” Monet asked.

      “Ha! I only know of nine!” Bob said.

      “Whether you’re a criminal or not, I still plan to free you from the lamp,” Azure cut in. “I just might have to lock you up in a bigger prison afterward.”

      “And when do you plan on doing what you’ve promised, master?” Bob’s voice was full of his usual repugnance.

      “As soon as I have a chance,” Azure stated.

      Bob stared around the room. “You don’t look very busy right now.”

      “I’m actually quite exhausted,” Azure said, yawning again.

      Monet pulled a potion from his robe. “Why didn’t you say so? This will have you alert for the next seventy-two hours.”

      He tossed the bottle through the air and it nearly slipped through Azure’s fingers as she caught it. “Thanks, but that’s a long time to be awake.”

      “I haven’t slept in a fortnight and I’m completely fine,” Monet said, swatting at something in front of his face.

      “What is it?” Ever asked, peering at him.

      “It’s nothing.” Monet shook his head, swatting again. “Just appears that dust termites have infested the carriage.”

      “Right,” Azure stated, slipping the potion into her robes.

      “So it’s settled,” Bob said. “You’re setting off right now on your quest to free me. What does the next step include? You have to cut out your own kidney? Battle a deadly dragon? Drink poison?”

      Azure’s eyes landed on the velvet box that the love expert had given her in Las Vegas. “No, I’m supposed to contain the essence of true love.”

      Bob let out a disappointed sigh. “Well, we can only hope that it’s much deadlier than it sounds.”

      “Didn’t that love expert say you should try the Eiffel Tower?” Monet asked.

      Azure plucked the velvet box off the table, eyeing it. “Yes, according to her, there’s a high incident of people falling in love there, but who knows why?”

      “It probably has to do with the gravitational constant of the location,” Blisters said, gaining the attention of everyone in the room.

      Manx shifted into raven form and flew over, circling the miniature unicorn’s head. “What have you done with the real Blisters, you imposter?”

      “Would you shush it, Manx,” Azure scolded. “I want to hear what Blisters has to say.”

      Clearing his throat, Blisters continued. “The attractive force between two bodies is directly relative to their mass index and contrariwise comparative to the distance between them. The gravitational constant is a product of a spacetime curvature, which would be directly affected by the field of two cosmic bodies vibrating at the same frequency, due to the energy associated with love; although this would be quite difficult to measure with precise accuracy, due to the subjective quality of such a state.”

      Everyone in the room blinked with astonishment.

      “What the fuck just happened here?” Monet asked, breaking the silence.

      “Uhhh…as interesting and perplexing as all of that is,” Azure began, “where did you learn this?”

      Blisters’ face flushed pink. “It was a little bathroom reading. I thought I was checking out a book on psychics from the library, but it turned out to be on physics. I was disappointed, to say the least.”

      “But you actually understood what you read?” Azure asked.

      “Of course,” Blisters squeaked. “Unicorns have an incredibly strong memory and a great capacity for understanding deep concepts.”

      “You just choose not to use this inherited trait,” Monet stated.

      “I can name every single American Idol finalist in chronological order,” Blisters boasted, as if to prove his point. “Tamyra Gray, Justin Guarini, Ryan Starr—”

      “What’s ‘American Idol’?” Azure asked, cutting him off.

      “It’s a television show on Earth that I’m auditioning for,” Blisters stated boldly.

      Azure shook her head, not even wanting to know how the unicorn had gotten access to the television show.

      “Speaking of Earth,” Ever stated, “I’m happy to take you to the Eiffel Tower when you have time.”

      “The queen has time now,” Bob said before Azure could reply.

      She made a sound of annoyed protest, but it was drowned out by her friends all talking over one another.

      “I want a souvenir,” Blisters sang. “A snow globe of the Eiffel Tower. Or a bottle of perfume. Oh, and the finest dark chocolates!”

      “I think I should go along,” Monet said.

      Manx shifted into black cat form, twitching his whiskers. “I’ll take a can of sardines upon your arrival.”

      “Fine!” Azure yelled, quieting the loud requests. “I’ll go to Paris with Ever, but while I’m gone, I need you all to watch over the wereanimals. They are still very temperamental.”

      “You heard the queen,” Monet barked. “Watch the wereanimals while we get drunk on French wines.”

      Azure let out a sigh. “Monet, I actually need you to stay here.”

      “Why?” her best friend complained. “You don’t think that idiot savant unicorn and good-for-nothing pooka can watch over a few thousand wereanimals who are high-strung and looking for a reason to get offended?”

      “I think that, although Blisters and Manx are very capable, having my chief advisor supervising is necessary,” Azure said.

      “You only call me that when you’re trying to butter me up,” Monet noted.

      “And is it working, chief advisor?” Azure asked, batting her eyes at him.

      Monet crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Fine, I’ll stay behind while you two get to go off and have all the fun.”

      “Merci, monsieur,” Azure said, curtsying.
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      “So you give the essence of true love to Oak once you’ve contained it,” Ever said after they’d stepped through the portal and onto the Parc du Champ de Mars.

      Azure’s chin rose as she took in the structure towering in front of them, which was almost one thousand feet tall. “Yes, and then Oak gives me the weredragon scale, and I hand that off to Myrtle, who tells me how to free Bob.”

      “Too bad you couldn’t have cut out a few middle men.” Ever, unlike most of the tourists on the grassy lawn, wasn’t looking up at the Eiffel Tower, but rather at the person next to him.

      “Well, if I’m trying to be positive about the whole thing, at least a few people get something out of the act of freeing Bob, besides the angry genie himself,” Azure stated, a chill running down her back. There was a unique magic that radiated off the Eiffel Tower. She’d heard of it many times, but she’d never been exposed to it, and therefore hadn’t fully grasped its significance. However, standing here now, in front of the tower, she kind of understood.

      “There are three levels to the Eiffel Tower, but I vote we go to the top. I’m guessing you want to take the lifts.” Ever pointed to the base.

      “Why couldn’t you have simply opened a portal on one of the levels?” Azure asked, suddenly feeling dizzy from looking up. She must look like an ant on the ground to those up high.

      “I tried. This was as close as the portal would get us,” Ever explained. “Certain areas don’t allow portals.”

      “The House of Enchanted, for instance,” Azure stated.

      “Yes, it’s a precaution put into place to keep unwanted visitors from popping up,” Ever said.

      “Okay, well, to the lift, then.” Azure set off, still unsure of what they were looking for. There were people everywhere—chatting, taking pictures, holding hands. None of them looked to be falling in love or already in love, for that matter, but how was she supposed to know?

      “Why can’t they sell the essence of true love in the gift shop?” Azure joked as she waved her wand at the crowd blocking the elevator. They parted, and she and Ever boarded, not having to wait or needing a ticket.

      “A perk of being a queen,” he said in response to the trick, winking at her as the lift set off.

      “I like people, but yes, I’d prefer to have my own elevator for the trip and not be jostled by the masses.”

      Azure’s eyes widened as the lift rose, Paris sprawling out in front of her. The city spread like waves in the ocean, rippling bigger as they rocked away from a boat.

      “What do you suppose Oak wants with the essence of true love, anyway?” Ever asked, watching Azure stare out at the city.

      “I’m not sure. He’s a curious old wizard, though. I trust him, but I definitely don’t understand him.”

      “Oh yes, I feel that way about most from Virgo,” Ever stated with a smile. A dimple rose on his left cheek.

      Looking at him right then reminded her of the fate that would soon be bestowed upon her—the protector of the Howling Willow. Azure still hadn’t come to terms with the inevitable responsibility, but she couldn’t run from it.

      All her life, she’d been preparing herself to be queen, and then in one night, she’d had a bigger crown thrust upon her head. Protecting the Howling Willow stole her freedom; it was the grandest honor and also the undoing of her bountiful future. She was a child to a parent who could never allow her to have her own life.

      She pulled her gaze away from Ever, realizing that she hadn’t been able to look at him properly since learning of her heartbreaking fate.

      “Most don’t look so melancholy when headed to the top of the Eiffel Tower,” Ever noted gently. Azure felt his gaze on her, but didn’t dare look back at him.

      “I was only remembering that soon I’ll be taking over for Mage Lenore,” Azure confessed.

      “Oh, right,” Ever said in a hush. “So you’re not excited about the task, then?”

      “I’m only confused about how different my life will look,” Azure admitted, reaching into her robe and withdrawing the velvet box.

      “Being connected to the greatest source of magic on Oriceran is—”

      “An honor,” Azure said, finishing his sentence.

      “I was actually going to say ‘a huge responsibility’,” Ever said.

      Something rattled in Azure’s chest like a power was trying to break loose.

      “You’ll also be stronger than anyone on Oriceran,” Ever continued.

      Azure’s ears popped when the elevator neared the top. She opened her mouth, trying to release the pressure. Ever’s words felt as overwhelming as the pressure that was suddenly filling her head from the altitude change.

      When the doors to the elevator opened, Azure stepped forward, a swift wind covering her face. Various groups stood around the perimeter, peering through a fence that bordered the top.

      “Now what?” Azure asked, mostly talking to herself.

      “Dolly the love expert said that this is where a high incidence of people fall in love,” Ever reminded her. “So look around.”

      “What am I looking for?” Azure asked.

      Ever shrugged. “I’m not sure. But I think your instincts are good. You’ll figure it out.”

      He strode down the walkway purposefully.

      “Where are you going?” Azure asked.

      He paused, pointing ahead. “There’s a champagne bar. I’m going to get a drink.”

      Azure’s chin dipped. She wished she could sip on champagne right then, but she had a purpose and needed to remain focused.

      “Come and find me when you’re ready to go,” Ever told her before turning around and heading for the bar. He appeared a bit more defeated than usual.

      Azure strode for the railing, feeling a strange draw to the view. Vertigo hit her when she peered over the edge at the city below. She gripped onto the handrail, thinking she might fall forward and tumble to her death if she didn’t hold onto something. Around her, she was aware of couples strolling by or taking pictures together. One of them had to share true love, but she couldn’t force herself to pull her gaze away from the city.

      “It’s mesmerizing, isn’t it?” a voice asked at her side in a thick French accent.

      Azure found an old man with a thick mustache and bright blue eyes staring out at the city. He was a bit taller than her, but his hunched shoulders put him even with her height.

      “Yes, it’s beautiful,” Azure said, her voice mechanical.

      “I proposed to my wife right over there, fifty years ago.” The man pointed to a spot where a couple stood, taking a selfie with the city in the background.

      They looked happy, but Azure didn’t know if they were in love. How would she truly know? True love wasn’t just happiness; it was something bigger. Something rare.

      “Really?” Azure asked. “I wished I could have been here to see it.”

      What Azure meant was that she wished they had truly been in love and she could have captured the essence, fulfilling her current goal.

      A wide smile spread on the man’s face, and he chuckled. “You would have been mortified, as was everyone in the crowd. She said no.”

      “What?” Azure asked, surprised. “But you said she was your wife.”

      “She later became my wife, but at the time, she wasn’t ready,” the man explained. “She was furious at me for taking her up to the Eiffel Tower and proposing. Accused me of manipulating her into saying yes by choosing this location.”

      “It is supposed to be the most romantic place on Earth or any other planet…if such a place existed,” Azure said, covering her blunder.

      “Yes, but we’d only been dating a week,” the old man confessed.

      “Oh, wow. So you rushed things a bit.” Azure’s eyes watered from the cold wind. She blinked, feeling tears about to spill over the edge.

      “Well, the thing is that I loved Amelia since the beginning,” the old man said, a deep, meaningful expression in his placid blue eyes. “I knew from the first moment I saw her that she was the one I wanted to spend my life with. As cliché as it sounds, it was love at first sight for me. However, Amelia was working three jobs to support her aging mother at the time. She was overwhelmed by responsibility, and not permitted to get swept away.”

      “She sounds practical,” Azure stated.

      “She was, and whereas I allowed myself to fall head over feet in love with her, Amelia guarded her heart.”

      Azure strangely related to this Amelia. “So when you proposed, she said no.”

      The old man nodded. “She slapped me across the face and said, ‘Pierre, I never want to see you again’!”

      “Oh my! That’s crazy. But you got married?”

      The old man, who didn’t at all feel like a stranger to Azure, straightened the cap on his head. “She was angry. Hurt. Scared. I’d rushed things. Strong women, I’ve found, love with great power, but only once they permit themselves to.”

      “So what happened?” Azure asked.

      “I told her that I loved her,” Pierre said. “I said that she didn’t have to take on the responsibility of caring for her family alone. That I could help her. I promised to protect her, to never leave her side.”

      “What did she say?” Azure asked.

      He smiled, showing a row of bright white dentures. “Well, you know the answer to that. She said yes, and a year later we were married.”

      Azure found herself staring more at this man than at the breathtaking view. “I don’t understand. Why the sudden change of heart?”

      “Amelia didn’t fall in love with me until that moment. It took her seeing how far I was willing to go for her to release her heart. Later she told me that, with Paris at my back and my right cheek red, she realized I was the only one she’d ever loved so much that she wanted to run away. You see, it’s much harder for strong women, whom everyone depends upon, to give their heart away. It’s much easier to care for someone who doesn’t sweep them away.”

      “You mean it’s safer?” Azure asked.

      Pierre nodded. “Yes, because when their toes rise off the ground, they are truly vulnerable.”

      “It sounds like your wife had a major shift up here,” Azure observed.

      “That’s the thing about love,” Pierre said. “When we release the bars off our hearts, as she had to do, then it simply flows, as it was meant to all along.”

      Azure scanned the walkway, turning the velvet box over in her fingers. “I’d love to meet Amelia. Maybe you two could help me with something.”

      A tender smile half-broken by the grief in Pierre’s eyes made Azure instantly regret her words.

      “She’s dead, isn’t she?” she asked softly.

      “A year ago today,” Pierre said, blinking back tears as he stared out at the city.

      “I’m sorry,” Azure said.

      “You shouldn’t be.” Pierre’s voice cracked. “I’m here today to celebrate the life we lived together. She was the music in my life. There was a light that radiated between us. To know true love like that…well, that’s all anyone really wants.”

      “Because love is the true magic in the world,” Azure found herself saying, although she didn’t know where the words came from. She felt the Howling Willow stirring in her, the way it had when she was first introduced to it.

      “Yes, something like that,” Pierre said and tipped his hat. “Well, this old man won’t keep you a moment more. Good day.”

      Azure smiled at him before looking out at the city. If love was magic, and she was connected to the greatest source of it, then she reasoned that the Howling Willow could help her. Azure closed her eyes, focusing.

      She felt the power of the tree pulse deep within her, and when she opened her eyes, she knew at once that her intention had worked. All over Paris, lights radiated from different places, glowing with a magic that Azure innately understood.

      The Howling Willow had highlighted where true love flowed between two people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure had expected the lights marking true love to radiate throughout the city, covering it like a blanket. That’s not what she found.

      “One, two, three,” she counted, searching for the next light, as each of the other lights had been scattered far from the one before it. True love was, in fact, rare—so much so that when she’d finished searching the western side of Paris, she’d only counted four instances.

      There is much devotion in the world, but something as powerful as true love takes the meeting of two special hearts, the Howling Willow whispered in her head.

      It was strange to hear the tree’s words, but then also not at all. She felt it had always been there, whispering, disguised as part of her subconscious. Azure was only more aware of it now.

      She turned, searching the walkway in front of her, where couples and families mingled on top of the Eiffel Tower.

      Surely there has to be true love up here, she thought. Otherwise, I’ll have to go out into the city and find one of the lights the Howling Willow lit up.

      Azure started off for the northern end, her focus sharp and eyes constantly scanning for the lights, like she’d seen out in the city. Several times, a flash caught her gaze, but when she turned, she found it was an artificial light, like that from a camera. Pure light, that’s what she was looking for.

      Her hope started to plummet when she had nearly made a complete rotation around the Eiffel Tower. She felt silly not even gawking over the view like the tourists she passed. She was completely focused on watching the people, the velvet box pressed tightly in her fingers.

      Even when two hearts meet that are meant to love each other, one might be imprisoned by its own obligations. Only free hearts find true love, the Howling Willow sang like leaves rustling in the wind.

      Azure thought of Amelia. She could picture the young woman clearly, coming to terms with her own heart as Pierre stood raw and yearning in front of her, fresh after being rejected.

      Something rattled inside Azure, making her halt. She clapped her hand to her chest, suddenly breathless. She peered down at her feet, which were firmly planted on the walkway, although for a moment she could have sworn she was floating. When she looked up, through the crowd, she spied a light glowing unlike any other.
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        * * *

      

      The bubbles from the champagne tickled Ever’s throat. He took the final swig from his glass, then dragged his hand across his lips to dry the moisture. Blinking out at the city, he didn’t feel any better than when he’d first come to this spot to find a way to bury the loneliness.

      Ensuring no one was watching him, he pointed at his glass and refilled it. What, was he kidding? No one would be staring at him when all of Paris was beckoning for their attention.

      A few couples had asked him to take their picture, but otherwise, most were locked in their euphoria. And why shouldn’t they be? Standing at the top of the Eiffel Tower is a lifelong dream for many.

      He laughed humorlessly to himself as he took a sip. The Eiffel Tower was like falling in love. Most wanted to experience it on some level in their lives, but love wasn’t as easy as buying a ticket and boarding a lift.

      Ever had loved Azure before he even knew her. He remembered climbing across the canopy in the Dark Forest, tracking her, watching her. She was too good to be real. But the soon-to-be queen didn’t know she was being watched, and when people don’t know they have an audience, their true character is revealed.

      Ever always thought that women wanted a man who would fight for them. Who would go to the end of Oriceran for them. But Azure was different, and that was precisely what he treasured about her. Azure never needed saving; she was the hero of her own story.

      The pitfall to loving a woman as strong as Azure was that Ever didn’t know what she wanted, or needed. And could she even know, with the many burdens that fell on her shoulders?

      “Excuse me,” a voice said at Ever’s back.

      He turned, ready to take another picture of a happy couple. An older woman stood at his back, her wrinkled face pinched with confusion.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      The woman pointed a crooked finger at him. “You’re glowing.”

      Ever’s eyes shot to his midsection. He knew how to cover his magic on Earth. How could I have made such a mistake?

      But the glow…it wasn’t the way his Light Elf magic usually displayed itself. A golden light shimmered around him, like he was strangely radioactive.

      He looked up at the woman. “It’s the material of my shirt. It reflects light,” he lied.

      “What an interesting fabric,” the woman said, accepting his explanation at once.

      “Yeah,” Ever said, mostly to himself, staring down at his body.

      The glow faded, to his relief, but still he couldn’t understand what had caused it. He set the champagne flute down, concluding that he’d had enough to drink.

      “Are you wondering why you were glowing?” Azure asked, standing in front of him. He hadn’t noticed her approaching. The soft smile she wore made her eyes brighten.

      “Do you know?” Ever asked, grateful that the effect was gone now, especially because the sun was setting, and he’d stick out like a glowstick up on top of the Eiffel Tower.

      “It’s the effect of a spell that the Howling Willow cast,” Azure explained.

      Ever pressed his lips together and nodded to the box in her hand. “Did you find true love?”

      “I did,” Azure said, slipping the box into the robes of her pocket.

      “Then we should get back.” Ever wasn’t sure what he’d expected here today, but this wasn’t it. He strode past Azure, headed for the lift.

      Her hand caught his wrist, pulling him back around.

      He blinked, bemused, trying to decipher the unreadable expression on her face.

      “For as long as I can remember, I’ve felt obligated to Virgo,” Azure stated, like she was continuing a conversation they’d just been having.

      That’s a strange admission, out of the blue, Ever thought.

      “And now with the responsibility of the Howling Willow, I thought my own life was over,” Azure continued.

      Ever let out a weighted breath. He remembered his own miserable doom when he realized she’d been made the protector of the Howling Willow. He’d scolded himself for feeling that way, but there it was.

      “I always thought I was in this alone,” Azure admitted. “I’d reign alone. I’d protect alone. I’d be alone.”

      “I know,” Ever agreed. He had realized this about the young queen, instinctively felt that she’d put herself on a pedestal where no one could reach her. How could she not, when all of Oriceran relied on her constant sacrifices?

      “I realize now that all I ever have to do is ask for help, and everything in my life could change. All I have to do is open my heart to the possibility, don’t you think?” Azure asked.

      Ever couldn’t help but notice that something had shifted in her. If possible, her discourse seemed brighter than usual. “Of course,” he replied in a rush. “You know that your council would do anything for you. I would—”

      “I know you would,” Azure said, interrupting him. “And I would do anything for you. I have only just realized that, but it has always been true.”

      Ever’s mouth popped open. He read the look in Azure’s eyes, knowing at his core what it meant.

      “The spell the Howling Willow cast earlier…?” he asked.

      A nervous smile spread on Azure’s mouth. “It was a locater spell, of sorts.”

      “Oh, had you lost me? Were you trying to hunt me down?” he said, a playfulness in his voice as he took a step closer to her.

      She peered up at him, shaking her head. “It was a spell that marked the presence of true love.”

      Ever chewed on the inside of his cheek. “How handy, since you’re on the hunt for that.”

      “Handy, indeed,” Azure replied, coyly.

      Ever bowed to her. “I’m glad to have been of assistance to you, Queen Azure.”

      When he stood straight, Azure reached out and gripped his shirt, a suddenly serious expression in her blue eyes. “Everett, if you ever bow to me again, I’ll have your head.”

      “Well, that seems fair, since you already have my heart. But you know that now, don’t you?” Ever couldn’t help but smile, both with elation and relief. He thought he’d live his entire life and not get this moment.

      Azure tightened her fingers in his shirt, urging him closer. “I do. And now you know you have mine.”
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      “This is fucking ridiculous!” Reynolds yelled, his fingers tangling in his beard.

      Sari had known he was going to say that, and she stifled a laugh. She actually thought his little tantrums were cute. “Do I dictate which direction Oriceran rotates?”

      He rolled his muted green eyes at her. “Of course you don’t.”

      “Do I control which way the winds blow in New Egypt?” Sari asked.

      “No; if anyone could, it would be the home coven, or maybe your granddaughter,” Reynolds stated, striding beside her. Gillian was on Sari’s other side, taking double strides to keep up with them.

      “Then you can gather that I have no control over the tracking spell or when it dictates that we seek out the page from the Book of the Dead,” Sari stated, casting her gaze at the horizon where the sun was quickly setting.

      “I’m fairly well acquainted with tracking spells and how specific they can be about timing.” Reynolds whipped his head over his shoulder, scanning the street on their right.

      The Nile River drifted along their left, carrying ferries and cargo ships. This was one of the busier places in the city, which was probably why the tracking spell wouldn’t work until after sunset. Parting the Nile for a single piece of paper was undoubtedly going to cause a commotion during the day. But at night, when the city streets were deserted due to the threat of vampires, no one should be out to witness.

      “Then the conversation is over.” Sari paused, flicking her wand at the map. The tracking spell had brought them to this place, but it wouldn’t lead them further until the time was right.

      “Anything yet?” Gillian asked, unable to see the map properly from his low vantage point.

      “No, but it shouldn’t be long,” Sari stated, staring out at the darkening waters of the Nile. The two remaining Pegasi streaked across the bright orange sky, the sunlight shining through their feathered wings.

      “The good news,” Sari began, looking up at Reynolds, “is that once we have this last page from the Book of the Dead, we can leave New Egypt.”

      “Actually, I think we need to stay,” Gillian squeaked.

      The witch and wizard both spun around to face the gnome.

      “What? Why?” Sari asked.

      “I’ll need time to study the page, and it’s possible that the weapon and the cure are specific to New Egypt,” Gillian explained. “I vote that we go to the Sphinx, where the New Egyptian coven is located. According to the queen, we should be welcome and protected there.”

      “What? We could have been staying in the protected Sphinx instead of the Ritz Carlton all along?” Reynolds nearly yelled.

      Sari didn’t try to cover the look of mischief on her face. “Oops. Forgot to mention that. What can I say? I like to stay in fancy hotels.”

      “You’re trying to make me go gray,” Reynolds complained.

      “Probably,” Sari chirped. “But also, it’s never wise to delude yourself into thinking that some place is safe just because there are guards on it. You think that New Egypt is unsafe because this is where the vampire epidemic started, and, therefore, that all other areas on Oriceran are safe. It’s that kind of narrow thinking that will get you in trouble. Drop your guard because you’ve convinced yourself some place is protected, and a nasty, soulless vampire will find a way around the protective enchantment.”

      Reynolds’ eyes darted to the ground where Sari stood. He then looked up at her, amused.

      “What?” she asked, staring down at her boots.

      “I just didn’t see you carrying that soapbox around,” he joked. “You’d better hop down before you fall.”

      “Oh, you shush, you old man,” Sari scolded, smiling inside. She knew she had sort of gone off on a tangent, but she stood by her words.

      It was those who got complacent that were most at risk. Too many witches and wizards thought their beds were safe because they locked their doors at night. But Sari had been alive long enough to know that evil slipped through keyholes and found a way to lurk in the coziest of slippers.

      “The tracking spell appears to be working now.” Gillian pointed at the map in Sari’s hands.

      She squinted at the map, realizing he was right. However, the darkening sky made it difficult to make out the specific path on the map, and the two moons in the Oriceran sky weren’t bright enough yet to illuminate it.

      “Here,” Reynolds said, holding the tip of his lit wand close to the map. A red line began spreading from the sought for spot on the map to where they currently stood. It snaked down the bank, across the first point where the 6th October Bridge crossed the river, and halted directly in the center.

      A frustrated grunt fell from Reynolds’ mouth.

      “Oh, what? It’s not like there will be much traffic on the bridge,” Sari reasoned, throwing her arm toward the elevated highway that was almost empty of travelers. Aside from a pair of camels and a cart pulled by a few majestic horses, filing in the opposite direction, the road was deserted.

      “That’s because everyone is afraid of the vampires,” Reynolds pressed. “And we’re going to be trapped out there, in the middle of that bridge.”

      “What? Can’t you swim?” Sari joked, enjoying teasing Reynolds a bit too much.

      His only response was an exasperated sigh.

      “You know what you have to do, right?” Sari asked him.

      “Besides throw myself in front of you if a vampire assaults us, in order to protect the royal family?” he pretended to ask.

      “Yes, besides that.” Sari wanted to tease the wizard that he was only protecting her because she was the Queen Mother, but she sensed that questioning his affection right then would only cause more stress. “I’ll have to devote all of my energy to the tracking spell, so I need you two to be on point,” Sari finished, hustling down the walkway and heading for the bridge.

      “You can rely on us,” Gillian said, sounding out of breath from having to hustle to keep up with them.

      The bridge didn’t offer a shoulder for pedestrians, which shouldn’t prove to be a problem since no one was out, now that the stars were twinkling high in the sky. Lights began sparking from the buildings lining both shores. Sari enjoyed the mossy smell of the water below as she hurried to where the tracking spell indicated on the map.

      When they were in the center of the bridge, they all halted. Feeling the tether to the tracking spell, Sari lifted her wand and pointed straight ahead. “The page from the Book of the Dead is there.”

      “Say no more,” Reynolds stated, holding his own wand out.

      The calm surface of the Nile River bubbled, like it had suddenly reached its boiling point. A cold wind howled at the trio’s backs, sliding past them and knocking their hair against their faces, stealing Gillian’s bowler hat from his head. He didn’t reach for his staple accessory, but instead kept his intense focus on the spot ahead of them.

      Reynolds’ own focus deepened as sweat trickled down his forehead. The Nile River began to cave in the middle as the water split. Rising up like two walls, the water parted, revealing the sandy bottom far below, where a single page lay among other objects not organic in nature.

      “Now!” Sari yelled, locking the tracking spell down and securing the exact place of the page from the Book of the Dead.

      Gillian extended his hand, palm up. He combed his fingers forward, and the page flew through the air, shooting up toward them in a blur. It landed in his hand with brute force, and he looked up at Sari and Reynolds with triumph in his eyes as he clutched the ancient page in his grasp.

      “We did it!” he exclaimed.

      Something on the bank they’d come from stole Sari’s attention, keeping her from celebrating with Gillian. Instead, she pointed her wand at the other side of the bridge, her magic being freed from the tracking spell. A bolt of red lightning streaked out and struck a man who was lumbering in their direction. He fell down to the ground, and she knew for a fact what he was; it radiated off of him, and the brood at his back.

      “Vampires!” Sari yelled, pointing at the bank, where a dozen soulless beasts were quickly approaching.

      Reynolds swung his gaze around to where the vampires were charging. “Dammit!”

      “Double dammit!” Gillian yelled, pointing his stubby finger. At least two dozen vampires were clambering like zombies from the opposite end of the bridge.

      “I knew that hanging out in the middle of a bridge was a bad idea,” Reynolds spat, but he didn’t sound nearly as upset as Sari figured he’d be. Probably because he was keeping the Nile River parted.

      They’d discussed the complex spell and how important it was to let the thousands of gallons of water go gradually, to avoid a tsunami effect.

      “Don’t let the waters down,” Sari commanded, swinging around to gauge both sides of the bridge. The brood approaching the direction they’d come from was closest, only twenty yards away.

      “Sari, what do you have in mind?” Reynolds yelled, his wand arm shaking.

      “We are going to make a splash when we exit,” she told him. Then she put two fingers in her mouth and whistled to signal the Pegasi.

      They halted, turning in her direction before diving nose first for the ground. The creatures flapped their wings, making for the bridge, but not fast enough.

      “That could flood the city,” Gillian said, knowing exactly what she intended.

      “It could,” Sari countered. “Or we could be mauled by vampires before Reynolds carefully lowers the Nile, and then it will flood the city.”

      “Good point,” Gillian chirped at once, his voice vibrating from adrenaline.

      “On my command, drop the water,” Sari ordered.

      The vampires lumbered forward, some of them pausing to eye the wall of water on one side of the bridge. Others, unconcerned, raced forward, making significant progress. One was only ten yards away when the two Pegasi swooped down, landing on the bridge.

      Sari helped Gillian onto the first, slapping the Pegasus’s rear end and sending it back into the air. She swung her leg over the back of the second Pegasus, suddenly feeling a few hundred years younger. Pulling the reins to the side, she directed the winged horse to get close to Reynolds. Hearing a snarling sound, Sari whipped a glance over her shoulder to see a vampire lunging for them.

      “NOW!” she yelled.

      Reynolds dropped his hand, letting the two walls of water fall. Not missing a beat, the wizard then swung around, threw one leg over the Pegasus, and held on tight to Sari.

      She yanked back hard on the reins, and the pink Pegasus sprang into the air just as the water crashed down, flooding the bridge and the closest banks. Droplets splashed up from the explosion of water, but to Sari’s relief, the vampires had been detained by the crashing force, unable to leap for them as they flew away.

      She tightened her hands on the reins, steering their Pegasus after Gillian’s.

      “Quick thinking there, Sari,” Reynolds praised over the beating of wings around them, and the sound of the waves below.

      “Thank you. Let’s hope those vampires can’t swim, and sink to the bottom of the Nile,” Sari said with a proud smile.
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      Azure stepped through the portal, but wasn’t granted a moment of triumph before getting assaulted in the head by a ball.

      “Ouch!” she complained, throwing her arm protectively in front of her face, scanning the oversized interior of the carriage for other attacks.

      “Sorry!” Blisters yelled, running after the ball that tumbled toward the far end of the room.

      “There you are, Queeny,” Monet groaned from the couch, a bottle of Centaur Vodka in his hand. “You have an annoying visitor who has refused to leave until she speaks with you.”

      Azure shot a confused glance around the carriage, finally finding the young witch sitting near the entrance, her hands in her lap.

      “What is it?” Azure asked, hurrying over to the girl.

      “Her name is Blair, and she doesn’t drink,” Monet informed her as he took a swig from the bottle.

      “Hey, Blair, how can I help you?” she asked.

      The witch sneezed, covering her mouth with a handkerchief.

      “She also appears to be allergic to the unicorn, or to one of Manx’s filthy forms,” Monet said, his words slurring.

      Manx swooped overhead in raven form, cawing. “Monet forgets this carriage is covered in cat hair. It’s probably a reaction to Laurel or Finswick.”

      Azure offered the red-nosed witch a sensitive smile. “I apologize. I live in a farm, of sorts.”

      Blair stared around, bemused. “The carriage, it’s—”

      “Bigger on the inside,” Monet said, cutting her off. “Yes, we’ve heard, sweetheart. There are other things in here that are bigger than they first appear; they’ll be easier to find if you partake in a bit of drinking.”

      Azure felt Finswick slip beside her leg. “Your wizard friend has been unsuccessfully trying to woo this young witch for the better part of an hour.”

      The queen gave Blair an apologetic look. “Sorry, my friend is…” she looked back at Monet, who had nearly finished the bottle of vodka. “Well, he’s drunk.”

      “It’s okay,” the witch said. She was quite attractive with her long, pink curls. Azure recognized her purple amethyst soul stone, fashioned into a choker around her neck. “I was going to say that this carriage is not what I expected for you, Queen Azure.”

      Azure caught Ever’s sneaky grin as she turned to assess the living area. It did smell a bit like Cheetos and animals. “Yeah, I prefer things to be a bit chaotic, I guess,” she told Blair. “Now, you came to see me. What is this about?”

      Blair nodded. “I was doing a reading with my Tarot cards earlier, and something came up about Virgo. You see—”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Monet complained, pushing up to a sitting position. “Tarot cards. Is there a worse, more fake form of magic?”

      Azure shot him a punishing glare. “We don’t judge others’ forms of magic.”

      Blair narrowed her large brown eyes at Monet. “I don’t criticize your potions.”

      “Potions are a viable magic, supported by alchemy, which is almost as old as Oriceran!” Monet yelled.

      “Alright, can we all just concentrate and get to the heart of the matter?” Azure urged.

      Blair sucked in a breath and then sneezed again. “Yes, I wanted to tell you that the cards indicate that Virgo is in impending danger. I thought you should know, since our defenses are low while we’re aiding the wereanimals.”

      “Thank you,” Azure said nodding, processing the information. “I’m glad you told me.”

      Blair sneezed again. It was high-pitched and made her pink hair spring off her shoulders to reveal something on her right clavicle bone: a pink birthmark in the shape of a crescent moon.

      “Now, toddle off, witch, before you sneeze off your pretty but revolting head,” Monet said.

      Azure offered the witch another apologetic smile. “He’s tired from the day, please excuse Monet. I really appreciate you sharing your reading with me.”

      “You’ll go back to Virgo, won’t you?” Blair asked. “My family is there, as well as my friends and my fiancé.”

      “Fiancé!” Monet groaned. “She could have mentioned that she fancied wizards with small wands ages ago.”

      Ignoring her tactless friend, Azure nodded. “Yes, let me consult my council, and I’ll figure out a plan of action.”

      The witch smiled meekly before turning for the exit. “Thank you, Queen Azure.”

      “You’re not really considering returning to Virgo on the whim of a Tarot card reader?” Monet asked when Blair had gone.

      “I can’t really ignore it,” Azure said, looking at Ever for support. He nodded reassuringly.

      “Did you at least get what you were looking for in Paris?” Finswick asked, jumping onto the top of the piano.

      Azure felt heat blossom across her cheeks. “Yeah, we’re good to go.”

      Monet narrowed his eyes, staring first at her, and then at Ever. “Oh, it’s about damn time. But you two didn’t have to go all the way to Paris for that.”

      “Did you get me a keychain?” Blisters asked, trotting over.

      “You don’t have any keys,” Manx pointed out, dropping out of raven form and landing on top of the piano next to Finswick, taking the shape of a black cat.

      “But I still have a collection of keychains!” Blisters complained.

      “Can we focus for a moment?” Azure asked. Ugh, I am literally herding cats! She rolled her eyes.

      “Just because some witch who can’t spot a good thing when she sees it thinks Virgo is in trouble, doesn’t mean we pack up camp and fly home,” Monet urged.

      “I think that a growing threat for Virgo makes sense,” Ever stated, sounding like the first voice of reason in the carriage. “We know that bats were smuggled out of Lancothy by the vampires. I don’t think we should ignore this, just in case it’s on point.”

      Azure nodded, agreeing. “This will be a chance to escort our first group of wereanimals to Virgo, too. Many of them have expressed interest in setting up residences there.”

      “You two are going to be insufferable now, aren’t you?” Monet pretended to ask. “You’ll agree with each other no matter how much reason I throw your way.”

      “Didn’t you say you needed to restock your potion supplies?” Azure challenged.

      “Don’t you throw my own words up in my face,” her friend grumbled.

      “Then it’s settled,” Azure stated firmly. “We’ll head back to Virgo first thing in the morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Cordelia pointed to the large house, sitting high on the tallest hill in the middle of Virgo. “That’s where the most powerful witches and wizards will be housed.”

      “What about the queen?” Hamilton asked, standing beside her in the shadows of the Dark Forest.

      “She’ll be on her way soon,” Cordelia said victoriously. “I lured a witch from that wereanimal camp, turned her, and sent her to inform our queen.”

      A sharp smile framed Hamilton’s fangs. “Good thinking, my love. And bringing them back to Virgo is perfect,” he praised, running his eyes over the sprawling village. “It’s widespread and will be difficult to protect from all sides.”

      “Not to mention that we can turn the queen and her powerful alliance in one swift move,” Cordelia stated, dragging one of her red fingernails over her lips.

      “The brood is in place?” Hamilton asked.

      “They will be.” She pointed to the east and then the west. “I have groups stationed on both sides. They’re waiting for my command.”

      “Shall I be the one to remove the protective amulet from the queen?” Hamilton asked, extending his hand.

      “Yes, of course, my love.” Cordelia dropped the pouch into his palm.

      He closed his hand around the leather bag, which was full of a fine dust Ata had created. It was all they needed to destroy Azure’s necklace. With a victorious smile, Hamilton swiped his fingers through his black hair, ruffling the white streak that was his soul mark.

      The mark that formed on a vampire’s body after they’d been turned had always fascinated Cordelia. For instance, the witch she’d turned from the wereanimal camp developed a mark like a pink crescent moon over her collarbone. It reminded Cordelia of her own soul mark—the dagger shape on her back, beside her shoulder blade.

      She could hardly wait to find out what Queen Azure’s soul mark would be when she became a founder. The more magic a person contained before they turned, the more brilliant their mark once they changed.

      Cordelia and Hamilton had come a long way. Once they had Azure, they would have Virgo. Then they’d conquer New Egypt. Finally, they’d rule Oriceran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      A sea of clouds obstructed Azure’s vision. The carriage dipped down, led by the four green dragons. Far below, the landscape of Oriceran stretched, a cascade of lush, green, rolling hills. Maybe her visit to the Eiffel Tower had sparked her new fascination with heights, but for some reason, she was craving the adrenaline rushes lately. That was why she’d asked to sit up front with Oak while he steered the carriage to Virgo.

      “You’re hungry for an adventure,” he said, breaking the silence.

      The wind that whipped past them should have been cold, blasting them in the face and making it hard to hear. However, a magical barrier covered the carriage, making it quite cozy at the front as they flew high in the sky.

      “Why do you say that?” Azure asked.

      “Because you asked to ride up here in the first place. Not to mention that you just peered so far over the edge that I fear we’ll be flying after you soon, when you fall from the carriage.” Oak tapped the reins, urging the majestic dragons forward.

      “I think escaping from an imploding mountain counts as an adventure,” Azure mused.

      “And yet, you’re already restless,” Oak observed.

      She pulled the velvet black box from her pocket and held it out for Oak. “I guess this is a good time to give you the essence you asked for.”

      The old wizard arched a sharp eyebrow at her. “I’m guessing a ‘congratulations’ is in order.”

      Azure pulled the box back, her mouth popping open. “How did you know?”

      “That the true love you captured would be your own?” Oak asked, a playful grin tucked at the corner of his mouth.

      “Yes. Did you know it would be Ever?”

      Oak nodded, his black hat pitching forward a bit. “Let’s just say I had a hunch. Hence the reason I put the piano in the carriage; I thought you all could use a push.”

      “So you’ve been orchestrating this whole thing?” she asked. Then she held up the box. “Did you actually even need this?”

      He plucked it from her hand, opening it with ease. A gold light sparkled from the center. “Yes, very much. My deepest gratitude, Queen Azure.” Oak bent his head in respect.

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      “I’m going to use it on someone,” he admitted, a sneaky look in his wise eyes.

      “Do you mean you’re going to make them fall in love with you?”

      He shook his head. “That wouldn’t work. You can’t make someone fall in love with you—not with magic, anyway. You can with good looks, a clever wit and a brilliant imagination. That’s the only love spell that I know of.”

      Azure smiled. There were potions and spells for youth, immortality, riches and everything else, but there was no way to magic love. The reminder suddenly made her more protective of what she and Ever had. It was priceless.

      “So what will the essence of true love do to this person?” she wanted to know.

      Oak cut his eyes at her, veering the dragons to the right. “What if I promise to show you when I use it? That way you can see firsthand.”

      “I would love that. Thank you!” Azure exclaimed. “When?”

      “Once the threat of vampires is minimized, I’ll be ready.”

      In the distance, Azure spied a familiar landscape.

      From the sky, Virgo appeared to be a pristine kingdom where all things were possible. The various colors of the houses and buildings nestled together created a rainbow that stretched until it met the House of Enchanted, which stood nobly at the top of the highest hill.

      A lump rose in Azure’s throat as they neared the land where she’d been born, and that she had sorely missed while on her adventures.

      “Returning home always brings a mix of emotions,” Oak ventured, staring out at the village with a serene smile on his face.

      “Where do you call home?” Azure asked, knowing that he was not from Virgo originally.

      Oak nodded at the four magnificent beasts that were pulling the carriage with a strange grace. “Wherever my dragons are is home.”

      The queen thought of Monet and Ever and all the crazy animals in the carriage. They are my home. She’d worried about how her life would change when she took over for Mage Lenore. Leaving Virgo would be strange, but as long as she had her friends, she’d manage just fine.

      However, what would happen to Virgo, she couldn’t say just yet.

      Oak dug into his robe pocket and withdrew a small, black bag bound by drawstrings. “A deal is a deal. You’ve delivered me what I asked for, therefore, the weredragon scale is yours.”

      Azure reached out and took the bag, not expecting it to be as heavy as it was. “Thank you. What do you think Myrtle will want with it?”

      The old wizard thought on this for a moment and then said, “There are many uses for a weredragon scale. It can go into potions, although I’m not sure that’s the wisest use for such a valuable object.”

      “I put my soul stone into a potion once,” Azure admitted, thinking of the stone that symbolized her magic and that she’d lost forever.

      “Oh yes, but that could be considered the most powerful potion that Virgo has ever seen. Without it, there would be no magic left in the land,” Oak argued.

      “Maybe Myrtle will make something as valuable,” Azure mused.

      “Maybe,” he said without conviction. “Or maybe she wants to be connected to the collective consciousness of the dragons.”

      “A weredragon scale can do that?” Azure asked, clutching the bag tighter.

      “With the right magic, I suppose it could,” Oak said, steering the carriage to the ground. “But it’s good for you to remember that not all things of value are used for a great and noble deed. Maybe Myrtle only wants the scale for a simple purpose, or because it’s valuable.”

      “You mean I shouldn’t expect everyone to take something of value, and forge it into something that will save the world,” she said, slightly dejected.

      “No, Queen, you shouldn’t,” he agreed. “But your tendency to do so is why you are soon to be the protector of the Howling Willow, and everyone else on Oriceran was passed over for the position. Most either waste the splendors in life, or selfishly hoard them for their own gain.”
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        * * *

      

      The carriage landed smoothly on the lawn beside the House of Enchanted. Azure could almost smell the wood inside the antique house and feel the cool drafts that graced the hallways. Her place of birth lived in her bones.

      She took Ever’s hand as she disembarked from the top of the carriage.

      “I didn’t notice any threats on our way down,” he reported, his fingers lingering on hers.

      “Yes, Blair might have been wrong about a danger here, which I’m glad for,” Azure stated.

      “‘Might’?” Monet asked, clambering out of the carriage, his robes covered in hair. “Of course the batty witch was wrong. Anyone who thinks cards can tell us our fortune is a lunatic.”

      “What about a crystal ball?” Azure challenged.

      Monet scoffed. “Crystal balls are pure science, just like potions.”

      “I never took you for such a clinical wizard,” Ever said.

      Brushing his wand over his robes, Monet cleared the hair. “Damn farm animals all need to be shaved. It’s like riding with a fucking circus.”

      “Azure!” a voice called from the house.

      The group spun to find people spilling out of the front of the old Victorian mansion.

      It was a more of a castle than a house, but Gran had punished anyone who called it such. She’d said, “Kings and queens that aren’t of the people live in castles. Royalty who were born to serve reside in houses.” That damn witch was full of semantic games.

      A witch with emerald green hair had broken away from the rest and was running toward them.

      “Mother!” Azure yelled, sprinting forward.

      The two caught each other in a tight embrace, and Azure suddenly forgot she was the queen of Virgo. A thousand memories passed over her in that brief moment, reminding her of the unique bond she shared with her mother.

      Drawing back a few inches, Emeri checked Azure over. “Are you alright? I’ve been so worried about you since Mother told us about the vampires.” Scanning the crowd around them, she looked back at Azure. “Where is Mother? Is she all right?”

      Her daughter nodded. “Yes, she’s fine. She, Reynolds and Gillian are in New Egypt.”

      Her mother pursed her lips, but before she could say anything, Azure’s father arrived at her side. He looked as she remembered him, although she wasn’t used to his face quite yet.

      “Azure, welcome back,” Richard said, folding her into his arms. He pressed her in tight, his nervousness akin to the reaction Azure felt from her mother. It must be difficult for them to stay in Virgo, knowing a vampire epidemic was spreading across Oriceran.

      “Thank you,” Azure said, pulling away to see familiar faces drawing closer as other villagers neared.

      “I’m glad to see that you’ve returned to the safety of Virgo,” Emeri began. “But why is your gran still in New Egypt?”

      Azure was aware of her people listening all around her. “Mother, Gran is in New Egypt trying to find solutions. We mean to fight the vampire epidemic.”

      Gasps spilled from the crowd.

      “Fight?” Emeri questioned.

      “That’s a death sentence,” Richard stated.

      “We’re all in this together,” Azure assured them. “We’ve decided to help those from New Egypt. I’m only here because—”

      “Help?!” her mother questioned. “How do you expect to do that?”

      “Mother,” Azure said in a hush, aware of everyone’s attention on them. “We should really discuss this later.”

      “Yes, fine,” Emeri said at once. “At least you all have returned to Virgo where it is safe.” She glanced at Ever and Monet and the rest of the gang beside the carriage.

      A sharp chill coursed through Azure’s body. Before she could process what the sensation meant, a scream ripped through the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Azure pushed through the crowd, searching for the source of the scream. From the top of the hill, she could see most of Virgo. Searching the perimeters, she looked for a disturbance, but  details were difficult to make out from that height.

      The sound of beating wings came from overhead. Azure shot her gaze up. A blur of black shapes streaked through the blue sky, just above their heads. Many ducked from the near assault.

      “Bats!” someone yelled.

      Azure spun around, catching sight of the serious expressions on Monet and Ever’s faces.

      “Everyone get into the House of Enchanted!” she ordered.

      Another scream split the air, this one coming from the western side of the village. Vampires were loose in Virgo and they had to be stopped.

      “We must fight!” a wizard yelled.

      Azure shook her head. “You can’t. The bats will be drawn to your magic.”

      A loud grumbling ripped through the crowd. Virgoans weren’t the type to hide away when their land was threatened. But if they stood against the vampires and bats, the results would be devastating.

      “Mother, I want everyone inside,” Azure commanded, her eyes connecting with Emeri’s.

      Her mother didn’t argue. Instead, she began ushering everyone in the direction of the House of Enchanted. They wouldn’t be safe there for long, unless they could push back the attacks.

      “Look,” Ever stated, pointing at the eastern border.

      A horde of outsiders was marching into the village, filing in from different directions and heading for a cluster of houses.

      “I have to stop them,” Azure said under her breath.

      “Correction,” Monet chirped. “We.”

      “Monet, this is too dangerous—”

      “Each of you take a dragon,” Oak ordered, unlatching them from the carriage with his wand.

      “Good idea,” the queen said, speeding forward to take Micky’s reins.

      Ever didn’t waste time to mount another.

      “Is it like riding a horse?” Monet asked, staring up at the magical creatures.

      Oak climbed onto the back of one and shook his head. “No, not at all. You don’t steer with the reins; those are just for you to hold onto so you don’t plummet to your death.”

      “How do you steer, then?” Monet asked, giving the dragon in front of him a questioning look.

      “With your thoughts,” Oak stated as his dragon took off, its long wings beating and lifting the pair higher into the air.
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        * * *

      

      “‘Just steer the dragon with your thoughts’, right,” Monet mumbled, holding onto the harness and trying to drag his leg over the creature’s side.

      The dragon was fairly tall, and climbing onto it without impaling his groin was a real concern. The others had made it look easy.

      It’s too high, Monet lamented, grunting as he tried again.

      He jumped when the dragon moved suddenly, afraid he was about to get scorched. Dragons weren’t known for their unyielding patience, if Earth comics and cartoons about the creatures had taught him anything.

      To his surprise, the dragon crouched down lower, bringing its back closer to the ground.

      That’s strange, Monet thought, but didn’t waste another moment thinking about it. He threw his leg over the side, grabbed onto the reins, and pulled on them like he would if he were riding a horse. The dragon didn’t budge.

      The others were high in the sky, flying toward different sections of the border. Below, screams and the sounds of attack could be heard all over Virgo. It burned Monet up, which was why he needed to get off the ground and join the fight.

      Come on, I need to get into the sky, he urged silently.

      The dragon lifted gracefully to a standing position and ran several feet before leaping into the air, flapping its large wings.

      Seriously, I steer you with my mind? That’s so bizarre, Monet thought. But a moment later, when his desire to turn for the northern border was merely an impulse, the dragon swiveled in that direction and then dove low.

      Monet saw the reason for the sudden change in elevation. The fucking colony of bats had split into two groups and were headed right for them, flanking them. Without any magic at his disposal, he didn’t see a way to fight the deadly creatures. They’d absorb his magic immediately, and he’d become a founder vampire.

      On the ground, witches and wizards were defending themselves from the onslaught of vampires who had trespassed the borders. Stunning spells shot through the air all over Virgo, leaving behind green smoke.

      I need to defend myself against the vampire bats and stop them before they go after anyone on the ground, Monet thought.

      The dragon rolled forward, flipping around. Monet held tight to the reins, but the front flip was fast enough that he wasn’t in danger of coming off his mount. They were flying straight toward the split colony of bats.

      Monet felt a great burning sensation beneath him, right before the dragon released a jet of fire directly at the bats. They dispersed, many of them dropping to the ground, completely fried.

      Good job, Billy-the-Dragon, Monet sang triumphantly in his mind.

      Timber, the dragon corrected. You can call me ‘Timber’.
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        * * *

      

      Azure guided Micky to the west, where a throng of vampires was charging, about to cross over into Virgo.

      Unlike the others, she could use magic, since the bats couldn’t change her. She shot a protective spell at the border of Virgo. Micky tilted to the side, giving Azure a clearer path. She urged the spell to spread, tracing an invisible line around the kingdom, creating a barrier. One that was hopefully impenetrable to the vampires.

      When the first set of vampires charged for the border, they fell back, unable to step across the threshold. The hungry beasts growled, biting at the air, like trying to fight invisible prey.

      Two vampires that Azure recognized stepped out of the line of trees in the distance; they were the most beautiful people she had ever seen. Cordelia, the woman in the silky red dress, looked both soft and monstrous, with her porcelain skin and glowing eyes. Hamilton stood beside Cordelia, wearing a roguish glare that complemented his clean-cut suit.

      “Follow the line of the border!” Cordelia yelled from the ground. “The security spell hasn’t traced around the whole kingdom—find a way through!”

      Azure’s heart skipped as the vampires took off, moving faster than any witch or wizard could. She urged the protective spell to spread faster, throwing all of her energy into it.

      You’ll deplete your reserves, Micky warned.

      I have to. What does it matter if I have an ounce of energy left, if vampires tear Virgo apart? Azure argued.

      It will matter if they take you.

      Azure gripped the reins tighter, suddenly lightheaded. She tilted to the side, her balance momentarily lost.

      Micky, sensing the shift, tipped to that side, catching her.

      We need to keep those vampires from getting into Virgo, Azure urged weakly.

      Micky didn’t spring after the vampires, as Azure expected. Instead, she hovered in place, flapping her wings.

      Micky! The vampires! Azure yelled in her mind.

      The true threat to you is right here, Micky countered.

      The two founder vampires peered up at Azure, strangely brazen in the way they regarded her from the ground.

      Okay, well, then take them out. Or send them back to the depths of hell where they belong.

      Azure felt heat boil under her, and Micky let out a loud roar followed by a stream of fire. Hamilton and Cordelia shot up and disappeared, springing into the air in bat form. They darted in different directions.

      Oh no! Azure thought, spinning around, trying to find the tiny bats in the open space.

      Bats couldn’t turn her while she wore the protective amulet; however, founder vampires, if they got too close, could use their skills against her.
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        * * *

      

      Blisters ushered scared witches and wizards toward the House of Enchanted. Unicorns didn’t use magic, they were magic incarnate. Every part of them. For that reason, Blisters was greatly at risk, but he didn’t care. All his life, he had been afraid. Afraid he wasn’t good enough. Afraid of the elders. Afraid of the dark. He was tired of running and disappointing himself. He was tired of being teased.

      He sprang into the air, flying beside the crowd as it sluggishly filed into the House of Enchanted.

      “No pushing!” Blisters commanded.

      A witch resisted, breaking out of the crowd. “I have to go back. Elijah is sleeping in the cottage.”

      Another witch caught her by the elbow. “You can’t! A vampire might catch you on the way!”

      “But Elijah!”

      “He’ll be safe inside. The queen is in the sky, protecting us,” the witch encouraged.

      “But I have to—”

      Blisters didn’t know why, but he swooped down, flapping his wings to hover beside the feuding witches. “I’ll go and warn Elijah. I’ll help him. Just tell me where to find him.”

      Neither witch knew that Blisters had zero ability to defend himself from a vampire, let alone a wizard. So they brightened and nodded, happy for his help.

      “Thank you!” the reckless witch gushed. She pointed to a mismatched cottage beside a cluster of trees, where smoke billowed out of the chimney. “There! Elijah is asleep in that cottage.”

      Blisters scanned the area around it, noticing his destination was dangerously close to the border the vampires had crossed. Ever and Oak were effectively defending the area, but vampires had easily overwhelmed the first set of hills.

      “Okay, get inside,” the unicorn urged the witches. “I’ll take care of this.” He sped off, diving headfirst like a bullet in the direction of the cottage. When he landed on the damp ground, he realized he had no idea what he was going to do. Wake up a sleeping wizard and tell him that a vampire attack was happening, and to stay inside his cottage? It all seemed quite shortsighted at this point.

      Blisters shuffled his feet in front of the door, trying to gather his thoughts over the dragons’ roars and the screams filling the air.

      “Pssst!” something called loudly from the side of the house.

      Blisters spun in that direction, thinking he’d caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye.

      “Pssst!” the noise came again, this time from the other side of the house.

      Blisters checked over his shoulder, disconcerted by the fiery explosions in the distance.

      “Pssst,” the noise came again, quieter.

      Blisters put his back to the wizard’s door, his eyes narrowed in protective vehemence. “To get to this wizard, you’ll have to go through me!”

      A loud cackle was his answer. “I don’t want the wizard,” a deep voice groaned.

      “Show yourself, coward!” Blisters called, shaking violently inside.

      “Come over and see me for yourself,” the voice called. “I’m in the shadows.”

      Blisters’ insides seemed to turn to stone at once. “S-S-Scabs?” he guessed, his voice shaking. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, and I’m nearly ready to take over,” the deep voice of Blisters’ shadow-self whispered.

      “Take over?” Blisters asked, backing up and knocking hard into the cottage.

      “Well, I should say it more plainly,” Scabs said from the side of the house, a dark laugh in his voice. “The time is nearing for your death and my time in the light.”

      The door behind Blisters flew open, and he stumbled back, falling hard into the legs of a man. He looked up into the stunned face of a wizard, but didn’t have time to explain. Instead, he shot around behind the door, knocking hard into it, and slammed it shut.

      “Lock the door! Lock it now!” Blisters yelled. “Bolt the windows. Vampires are on the loose.”
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        * * *

      

      The two founders swooped down upon Azure in their bat form.

      The queen covered her head against their near attacks. They dove in and out so quickly that it was impossible to attack them. But diverting energy away from the border spell wasn’t smart since she needed to protect Virgo.

      On the ground, she was grateful to see that the border spell was moving faster than the vampires. But the energy that the spell used was costing her greatly. With each passing minute, she felt her consciousness slipping away, and knew that soon she’d pass out from the effort.

      Ever, Monet, and Oak were having success pushing back the intruding vampires. Fire was the best weapon against the followers; it engulfed them easily. Most of the lesser vampires ran from the dragons before they even opened their mouths, trying to distance themselves as much as possible from the attack before it happened.

      The founder vampire bats dove at Azure again, one from either side. She nearly toppled off Micky trying to avoid the claws of one of them. Luckily, the dragon shifted in the other direction, bouncing her rider back into place.

      A loud screeching echoed above Azure just before a flapping noise filled the air. The bat dove down and, when it was beside the queen, shifted back into the form of Cordelia, the vampire hanging suspended in midair for a moment.

      Everything slowed. Maybe my exhaustion is catching up to me, Azure thought. Slowly, the beautiful founder vampire blinked at her. “You’ll thank us for this.”

      Azure’s vision suddenly sped up, and gravity took over, pulling Cordelia to the ground. Before she collided with it, though, she shifted into her bat form and took off for the hills to the south, away from Virgo.

      What the fuck? Azure wondered, shaking the dizzying feeling from her head. Her vision still blurred.

      The border spell is complete, Micky stated in her head.

      Thank Merlin! Azure thought.

      The followers have mostly been defeated within the border, Micky informed her.

      Azure didn’t respond, too exhausted for even a single moment of exhilaration over the success.

      A loud shriek pinched her ears, and blackness covered her vision.

      She was being assaulted by wings.

      Pulling back, Azure sought a bit of space from the bat, which seemed like it was on top of her. The bat then exploded into the form of Hamilton, crouched in front of her, hovering above Micky and staring down at Azure.

      The vampire held his hand in front of his mouth, a wicked smile on his face. “Soon you’ll be one of us,” he said, and then let out a giant breath, blowing red dust straight into Azure’s face.

      She choked, unable to stop herself from inhaling the powder.

      Hamilton morphed back into bat form and flew away, taking the same path as Cordelia.

      Azure waved her arms, trying to clear the red dust from the air around her. It only seemed to spread, engulfing her. She coughed, and her vision was blanketed in red.

      With her arms flailing, the queen fell to the side, her legs losing their hold of Micky. Azure was half-asleep when she realized that she was falling and that it wasn’t a dream.

      A sudden, jarring assault knocked the breath out of her.

      At first, she thought she’d hit the ground, but then her arms felt their way around the neck of a dragon, and she realized that Micky had caught her just in time.

      The dragon glided down to the ground, landing roughly on the grass. Azure, unable to hold herself up any longer, tumbled off the dragon’s back, falling to the soft ground.

      She clutched her throat, struggling to pull in a full breath. The dust Hamilton had blown at her still clogged her lungs.

      Her hand connected with the amulet around her neck, but it felt different. The ruby didn’t feel firm and cold like usual; instead, it had a porous texture, like charcoal.

      Azure pressed it between her fingers, and it crumbled, turning to dust. Her heart sank with instant dread as she realized she was now truly vulnerable. If the exhaustion hadn’t owned her right then, she’d have been carried away by her deafening defeat.

      With her reserves depleted, Azure closed her eyes and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      The ancient sandstone looked only days old. Sari marveled at the space under the Sphinx as she ran her hand over a pillar that was as big around as a horse. The ceilings were over twenty feet tall, and the chamber ran the length of two giant ballrooms. It hadn’t been hard to find the entrance to the Sphinx, but she never expected it to be this majestic and…well, pristine.

      “It’s the magic that preserves it,” Gillian offered. The gnome was known for withholding information, but never from Sari. The two had formed an understanding early on. Or rather, she’d sensed Gillian was holding back and had jinxed him, making his already bulbous nose three times bigger. Since then, Gillian didn’t guard his worldly knowledge like he did with most.

      “I have plenty of magic, and I don’t look this good,” Sari argued. “And I have to be at least half as old as this column.”

      “You don’t look a day over two hundred,” Reynolds said. He’d been more relaxed since they had set off for the home of the New Egyptian coven.

      “It’s much older than twice your age. You’re considered a child in comparison to the Sphinx,” Gillian stated, running his eyes over the wall covered in golden hieroglyphs at the far end of the room.

      “Why, thank you for the compliment,” Sari said, catching a frustrated glare from Reynolds. She knew she didn’t have to be so hard on him, but it sure brought a small pep to her stride.

      Gillian pointed to the large sarcophagus sitting against the back wall. “According to Azure, a simple opening spell is all we need to pass through into the Sphinx.”

      “Why something so simple, I wonder?” Reynolds combed his long fingers through his red goatee.

      “Because simple is better,” Sari stated, flicking her wand in the direction of the sarcophagus. “Patentibus.”

      The wall behind the sarcophagus trembled and split before receding. A shimmering gold light spilled through from the other side that felt warm like sunlight, although it was nighttime.

      The walls had disappeared to unveil a cavernous room, much larger than the one they were currently in. Witches and wizards with tattoos covering their arms, legs and neck lolled around a pool of water that ran the length of the great room. A tall fountain adorned the middle of the atrium-like room, and trickling water hovered in arcs over the surface. Everyone stopped conversing and gave their full attention to the three foreigners as they stepped into the room.

      “Did you call ahead to tell them we were coming?” Reynolds asked from the corner of his mouth.

      Sari smiled wide, waving at the gawking strangers. “If they have a good seer then they know we were on our way.”

      In her periwinkle robes and lavender hair, she stood out from the coven, who were all dressed in white, flowing gowns. She peered down at Gillian and winked. “How do you feel about exchanging your tweed suit for one of those togas?”

      “I’ve already lost my hat, there’s no reason to add insult to injury,” Gillian grumbled, running his hand over his bald head.

      She shrugged cheerfully, catching sight of the figure striding through the crowd, but not giving him her full attention. She knew exactly who that wizard was, and after discussing it with Azure, she knew he’d need to know his place from the beginning.

      “Are you the ones who have flooded half of the city?” the wizard bellowed as he approached.

      Sari, unhurried, pulled her gaze away from the floor and smiled brightly. “That would be us. I’m Sari, Queen Mother of Virgo. Will you please take us to your leader?”

      The wizard halted and narrowed his olive green eyes. “I’m Chibale, the king of the New Egyptian coven.” He extended his tattooed hand to her.

      Chibale, like all the witches and wizards here, had many tattoos, but his covered his body and extended all the way to his forehead. Gillian had informed Sari that the New Egyptian coven received tattoos as a display of their power, much the same way the Virgoans adorned their soul stones.

      “Don’t you mean, ‘interim king’?” Sari dared to ask.

      In the kingdom of Virgo, family came first; they would never battle for power like the rulers in New Egypt did. That was the way that tyrants came to rule, and the Virgoans would never flourish under such a leader.

      Chibale coughed discreetly, leaning in close to Sari. “I see where the Queen of Virgo gets her flair for disrespecting her betters. Now, do you want to tell me why I’ve received reports that the streets bordering the Nile have spontaneously flooded?”

      Sari batted her eyelashes. “We parted the waters looking for something.”

      Chibale’s face flushed red. “You do realize that the Nile dictates all parts of our lives in New Egypt? What you’ve done could upset the balance for years to come.”

      “So could a vampire epidemic,” Reynolds cut in. “I daresay that could end New Egypt entirely.”

      “What does this have to do with the vampires?” Chibale asked.

      “Weren’t you the one who told the queen that, to end the epidemic, we needed to locate the pages from the Book of the Dead?” Sari pulled the rolled parchment from her robe and brandished it like a wand.

      A great chatter erupted from the witches and wizards standing around, who were paying close attention to the exchange.

      “You found another page?” Chibale asked. He reached for the parchment, but Sari pulled it back.

      “We did, and if you’ll take us to a place with comfortable chairs and refreshments, I’d be happy to discuss this further,” Sari stated.

      Chibale glared at the three intruders, a calculating discrimination in his eyes.

      “Preferably with vintage wine,” Reynolds added.

      After a moment, Chibale pivoted, striding in the opposite direction. “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      The table in the center of the open room was well-stocked with decanters of wine, trays of grapes and bowls of pastries. Sari pretended to be unimpressed by the lavish assortment of foods, as servants carried a seemingly never-ending supply of trays into the room and deposited them on the table.

      She shook her head at a servant who offered her a plate of caviar. Large decorative pillows were scattered around the room, but there wasn’t a single chair.

      When another servant approached, this one carrying a tray of roasted nuts and dates, Sari said, “Unless there are chairs on that platter, I don’t want anything from you.”

      Reynolds smiled beside her and twirled his wand through the air. An elegant chaise lounge in the slick, embroidered style she fancied appeared. “Will this do?” he asked.

      Sari eyed it, hiding her satisfaction, and nodded. “Just.”

      Chibale’s impatient stare was growing more frustrated. “You knew that the page from the Book of the Dead was at the bottom of the Nile River?”

      Sari ran her hands over the fabric of the chair after taking a seat. “Come now, we wouldn’t part the waters for a hunch. We used a locating spell.”

      “The queen did something similar,” Chibale allowed, snapping his fingers at the servants circling the room. That must have been the signal to clear off, because they all strode for the exit. “I sent her to find one of the tears that were supposed to lead to a missing page from the Book of the Dead. Those tears are how the vampires cross between here and Earth, and form a known trail to the missing parts of the book. When she found a tear, though, she retrieved the page instead of alerting me that she’d found a location.”

      “I’m not my granddaughter,” Sari stated matter-of-factly.

      “What does that matter?” Chibale scoffed.

      “Azure claims that you asked for her help because her amulet allows her to see the tears,” she admitted. Then she waved toward Gillian and Reynolds. “However, we can’t see them, and we were still able to recover the last remaining missing pages.”

      “What are you implying?” Chibale asked, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      “I think the Queen Mother is insinuating that you’re not trying very hard to complete the Book of the Dead,” Reynolds stated, filling a goblet with wine.

      The imposter king’s mouth popped open. “The vampires pose a huge threat to my people!”

      “Which is why you’ve locked yourself inside the safety of the Sphinx, while the Queen of Virgo sends her own people to find solutions,” Sari said, eyeing a strange black cat that had strode into the room.

      The familiar wore a golden necklace in the form of a snake around its neck. The look in its eyes was…different, but Sari couldn’t determine exactly why. The black cat halted beside Chibale, giving him a quizzical expression.

      “I haven’t locked my people in here,” he challenged. “It’s dangerous out there, and we could suffer the most if bitten.”

      “Not to mention that actually fighting the epidemic could risk your throne.” Reynolds took a seat on the edge of the chaise lounge, close to Sari’s outstretched legs.

      Chibale looked momentarily thrown off, his mouth pinched shut.

      “You promised the queen that you’d help her to free Ata, the rightful king of New Egypt, and yet you’ve done nothing,” the Queen Mother scolded.

      “I’ve been searching for the pages from the Book of the Dead!” Chibale burst out.

      “We found them, having little knowledge of New Egypt,” Reynolds stated bluntly.

      Chibale let out a breath with a growl. “Fine, maybe I could be doing more to fight the vampires. I do want to find my brother, to free him. But even he wouldn’t want me to endanger our people to do it. I’m the only king they have left, and if I’m turned, what will happen to the coven?”

      “Indeed,” Gillian mumbled, smoothing out the pages from the Book of the Dead on the surface of a neighboring table.

      “You say you found all of the missing pages?” Chibale asked, looking between Sari and the wrinkled pages.

      “We did,” she said, pointing her wand at a tray of diced melon, making it rise and fly in her direction.

      “And we’re fairly certain that they hold the key to both curing vampirism, as well as fighting the founder vampires,” Reynolds said, his eyes on Sari as she picked over bits of melon for the right piece.

      Chibale ran his hand absentmindedly over his tattooed forehead. Each passing moment of silence seemed to make him fester with more irritation. “Fine,” he finally barked. “I could be doing more for the effort. I know that freeing Ata and stopping the vampires is important. I just—”

      “Don’t want to face him when he’s freed, and able to punish you for betraying him?” Reynolds finished for him.

      He sighed. “Yes, there is that.”

      “And you’d rather hide from the epidemic than fight it,” Sari added.

      “Which is why you didn’t alert the council to the presence of the vampires in the first place,” Gillian chimed in, his eyes intently pinned on the page, trying to decipher the symbols.

      “It’s not as black and white as you all make it,” the cat stated adamantly.

      Chibale’s eyes fell on the feline, a warmth spreading on his face. “No, it’s not, Cleo, but they are right.”

      “And you’re not in this alone, anymore.” Sari pointed to the pages. “Gillian, have you made progress with the new page?”

      The gnome looked up, his eyes heavy. “I’ve been reviewing this ancient page, containing thousands of hieroglyphics from a nearly dead language, for roughly a minute.”

      Sari nearly smiled, but caught herself. “So, no, then?”

      He sighed, taking a long drink from his goblet.

      “You’re obviously tired,” Reynolds said, displaying a rare bit of sympathy. “Why don’t we adjourn for the night? Chibale can hopefully help with the deciphering tomorrow.”

      All eyes landed on the king. He pulled in a breath, bracing himself before nodding. “Yes, I will help translate the pages from the Book of the Dead tomorrow.” He swallowed, a bit of shame in his eyes, and a moment later, added, “I promise.”
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      Azure pressed her hand to the place on her chest where the ruby had sat before it was destroyed. She’d awoken hours after passing out to find it hadn’t all just been a horrible nightmare. The vampires had attacked Virgo. They’d turned many of her people. Cordelia and Hamilton had destroyed her protection.

      “It’s okay to feel upset about losing the amulet,” Ever said at Azure’s back.

      Her shoulders drooped slightly as she nodded. “It feels silly, though. You all have been vulnerable this whole time. Now I’m just like you and Monet and everyone else in Virgo and New Egypt. I shouldn’t pity myself, but still, I do.”

      Ever’s hands slid around her waist from behind, pulling her back tight to his chest. He pressed his chin into her shoulder, looking at her sideways. “Even now, you’re not like the rest of us. There’s a reason you were given that amulet. We’ll figure it out.”

      “But that amulet was supposed to make it easier for me to defeat the vampires. It gave us an advantage, and I feel foolish for losing it,” Azure admitted, hating the disappointment that edged into her voice.

      “Maybe you were always supposed to lose it,” Ever said. “It protected you for as long as it did, which I’m grateful for. Imagine if you hadn’t had it when you were abducted.”

      “I’d be a founder vampire,” the queen stated.

      “Now you don’t have it, so the stakes are higher, but I’m certain we can still defeat the vampires,” Ever said.

      “How are you so certain?” she challenged.

      “What’s the alternative?” he asked. “Give up hope? Surrender?”

      “You could flee for the Dark Forest, or Terran, or Earth, where vampirism isn’t a threat,” Azure said with a laugh in her voice, goading him.

      “It isn’t a threat there yet.” Ever turned Azure around, looking at her intently. “And we both know that I’m not going anywhere. If the threat is so encompassing that all hope is lost, I’m still not fleeing. Even if you are turned, expect me to be right by your side.”

      “Because you’re insane and have zero sense of self-preservation?” she pretended to ask.

      “Because I’d rather risk losing my magic than lose you,” Ever said.

      Before Azure could respond, Laurel poked her head around the door to the council room. “I’m sorry,” she said, an embarrassed look on her face. “I realize I’m interrupting something, but I have to, it’s important.”

      Azure blushed, giving her full attention to the werecat. “You’re here! The wereanimals made the journey safely?”

      Laurel stepped around the door, nodding. “Yes, the first group of wereanimals made it to Virgo intact. They are setting up tents on the eastern hills now, although many residents have offered them lodging in their homes.”

      Azure’s throat tightened. They had just been attacked, and yet her people were already willing to open their homes to strangers.

      “The people of Virgo constantly surprise me with their thoughtfulness and generosity.”

      Laurel studiously appraised her. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?” Queen Azure asked.

      Laurel waved her off, dismissing her. “Never mind. Monet also wanted me to pass along that the quarantine units have been set up, and…”

      “And what?” she pressed.

      Her friend’s tense gaze dropped to the floor. “And the first set of victims are starting to turn.”

      “Oh,” Azure hiccupped on the word.

      While pacing back and forth in the comfort of the House of Enchanted, it had been easy for her to forget that the vampire virus had infected her people. Azure had been focused on finding a cure, and had left Monet to handle protecting the injured. A dozen witches and wizards had been bitten by founders, turning them into followers. Soon they’d thirst for blood and be a threat to their family and friends.

      “I’d like to see the quarantine units,” Azure stated, straightening.

      “You know what your gran would say,” Ever said.

      “I’m not going to enter the units,” she argued. “I only want to see them.”

      Ever offered an encouraging smile. “I’m only voicing the risk.”

      “Which is why you have more sense than I gave you credit for,” a familiar voice called from the scrying bowl on the side table.

      The three spun to the thick, stone bowl to find Gran’s face swimming on its surface.

      “Gran!” Azure exclaimed, running over to the table. “Are you alright?”

      The wide smile on the old witch’s face was answer enough, but still she said, “I’m fine. Though a little tired. Do you know that I could hear Gillian snoring in the other room?”

      The queen laughed, which felt good. It had been too long. “Yes, I’ve traveled with Gillian. He says it’s ‘a Gnome thing’.”

      “It’s an annoying thing,” the older woman said, wiping her eyes. “But our short friend has redeemed himself by decoding the last page from the Book of the Dead.”

      “You were able to find it? That’s great,” Ever said at Azure’s side.

      “Of course I found it,” Gran said, sounding insulted.

      “What does it say?” Azure asked, her heart thumping hard in her chest.

      “Right now, Gillian is still checking his interpretation, but by the time you get here, we should know more,” Gran reported.

      “Get there?” Azure asked.

      “Yes, dear. The vampires started here, so they must be conquered in New Egypt. We know that much.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said, and then hesitated. Gran looked tired, but high-spirited, which was a good sign, but she tensed at the idea of sharing with the Queen Mother the tragedy that had befallen Virgo.

      Gran tipped her chin to the side, giving Azure a skeptical expression. “What is it, dear? Has something happened?”

      “It’s…It’s nothing,” she lied. She knew it was wrong to withhold the information, but the last thing she wanted to do was cause Gran stress, especially when she was so far away and couldn’t help.

      “‘Nothing’ as in something, but you don’t want to tell me for fear of making an old woman worry? Is that it?” Gran asked with an amused tone.

      “It’s Virgo,” Azure admitted.

      “Is Emeri alright?” her grandmother asked, worry springing to her eyes.

      She nodded. “Yes, mother is fine.”

      “And Monet is okay, otherwise you’d look worse,” Gran guessed.

      The queen smoothed down her blue hair, suddenly self-conscious. “What are you talking about? I look fine.”

      “What have I told you about wearing those tops?” Gran asked.

      Azure pulled at her white T-shirt. “That you love them and you want us to wear matching shirts with funky phrases?”

      Gran shook her head. “You’re right not to tell me about what is going on there. I can’t do a damn thing about it except for worry. I need my head about me, since I’m managing a gnome, a wizard and a strange, tattooed coven.”

      “Except none of them know they are being managed,” Ever said, his tone light.

      Gran scoffed at the Light Elf. “Of course not. The manipulation doesn’t work, otherwise.” She directed her gaze back to Azure. “Whatever has happened in Virgo, we will deal with. First, I need you two to get to New Egypt. And bring Monet, because I’m thinking he won’t be completely useless, but don’t you dare tell him I said that.”

      Azure nodded, knowing Gran was right. She had to have hope that they would find a way to save those who had been bitten.

      “Is there anything specific you can tell us about what the Book of the Dead says about the cure and the weapon?” Ever asked.

      Gran shook her head of lavender hair. “There is so much, and Gillian is still working out the details. We know the cure involves some complex potion. Its main ingredient appears to be bats from Earth; I have no idea how we’ll get ahold of those. And the weapon—” Gran’s eyes widened, directed at Azure’s collarbone. “Azure, where is the ruby that Mage Lenore gave you?” she asked, her face suddenly slack with worry.

      “What?” Her hand flew to her unadorned chest. “Oh, I’m having it cleaned. I’ve got to go, Gran. See you soon.”

      She swiped her wand over the scrying bowl, severing the connection.
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      Finnegan gripped his long, turquoise beard, his eyes reeking of pain. His hand shook as he lifted a canteen to his mouth.

      Water spewed from his lips a moment later, spraying across his ‘cell’. There were no bars, since the Virgoan herbologist wasn’t a prisoner.

      He clapped his hand to the bite marks on his neck, grief filling his eyes.

      Monet watched from the other side of the clear boundary.

      The invisible barrier was similar to the one that Azure had set up when she closed the borders of Virgo to the vampires. Cloth separated the different quarantine units, but the fourth wall was composed of only the boundary spell, for viewing purposes.

      Navi and Luna crouched on the dirt floor outside of Finnegan’s cell. The two fairies held onto each other as they cried, mourning their bitten friend. Their wings drooped down their backs, and their faces were swollen and slick with tears.

      Watching the change had been torturous for Monet, and filled him with a burning urge to find the cure. He hadn’t even liked Finnegan—no one really did, except for Gran, probably because they were both old as dirt. However, Finnegan was a good wizard and a faithful servant to Virgo, farming the rare herbs that went into their valuable potions. Without him, things would falter. They’d already lost his twin brother, Charmsgood, another cornerstone of the kingdom.

      Monet scanned the other cells that lined the large tent. A vengeance he’d never known erupted in his gut. These were his people, and they’d been mercilessly attacked. Soon they’d lose their magic completely and turn into savage beasts controlled by hunger.

      Stopping in front of the cell at the end of the row, he blinked at the witch sitting in the corner. Her long, silver robes pooled around her as tears slipped over her cheeks. Trixie Flourboy knew Monet for who he truly was: a drunk. She’d served him his first beer before he was even old enough to drink in her pub. The old witch might have cut him off a time or two, but she never judged. To watch her now, battling the virus robbing her of magic, was more than painstaking.

      A guttural scream ripped from Trixie’s mouth, but no one seemed to notice besides Monet. Everyone else in the quarantine tent was experiencing the same degeneration.

      Trixie’s hand shot to her ear, where she wore her soul stone—a grape-purple amethyst— as a single earring. Violently, like it was on fire, she yanked the earring out and threw it across the space. It clattered to a halt against the invisible barrier.

      Trixie didn’t appear to see anything as she looked up to the ceiling, her gaze scorching with heat. Her chest rose and fell heavily as she pulled in her last breaths. A moment later, the witch, now a vampire, lowered her chin and stared directly at Monet.

      A scar marked the side of her face, running from her cheekbone to her chin. It was her soul mark, the stain all vampires wore after turning.

      “My soul…” Trixie said hoarsely. “I think it’s gone.”

      Monet found he’d lost his voice and cleared his throat. “You can get it back. I’ll see to it.”

      Knowing it was foolish and not caring, Monet waved his wand in front of the barrier to Trixie’s cell. The invisible wall disappeared. Monet bent over and picked up the earring, holding it up in front of him. “And I’ll hold onto this, keep it safe for you until you can wear it again.”

      The pained smile that crossed Trixie’s face was immediately replaced by a monstrous expression. Monet had only seen that wicked look in the eyes of thirsty vampires.

      He tried to cover his fear as he pulled the barrier back up, locking her safely away. Then he turned for the other cells, where the other Virgoans were all turning into follower vampires, losing their souls and their dignity.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t allow you to enter,” Finswick said from the entrance to the quarantine tent.

      Azure shook her head at the tiny feline trying to appear like a tough bouncer. “Finny, I need to see Monet.”

      “Then I’ll go and fetch him,” Finswick said, twirling about, his tail high in the air.

      “I also need to see my people,” she urged. “I need to tell them that they are going to be all right.”

      “They may not be,” Finswick said coldly.

      Azure sighed, diverting her eyes to a group of wereanimals passing by on their way to the center of Virgo. The quarantine unit had been set up on the outskirts, next to the Dark Forest, but it was an area that attracted many of the wereanimals, since the woods brought them comfort.

      Virgo is filled with wereanimal refugees and has a quarantine unit for vampires. Things have gotten horribly strange and strangely horrible, Azure mused before returning her gaze to Finswick.

      “Look, you know I could stride right past you, but instead I’m asking you to please move,” she reasoned to the cat standing squarely in the middle of the entrance.

      “And you know that I could pee in your bed every night for the rest of our long lives,” Finswick stated, his nose high in the air.

      “The quarantine walls are strong,” she argued. “Monet constructed them himself.”

      Her familiar dropped his gaze, a guilt surfacing in his eyes. “It’s simply not smart for the Queen of Virgo and the next protector of the Howling Willow to enter this tent.”

      Because he was part of Azure, she could read him, and she knew he was hiding something.

      She dropped her chin and regarded him under hooded eyes. “Fin, what has Monet done?”

      He flicked his tail nervously, to the left and then to the right. “Nothiiiing,” he said, drawing out the word.

      “All done,” Monet called from inside the tent.

      Casually, Finswick strolled to the side of the entrance, curling up into a ball. “Never mind, you can go on in.”
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        * * *

      

      “You did what?!” Azure yelled, her hands fisted at her side. She stood in the front of the quarantine tent that Monet had fashioned into a work area by adding a cauldron and various herbs.

      “It’s fine. I’m fine,” her friend said, attaching a tag to an amethyst brooch that Azure recognized as belonging to Finnegan.

      “You took down the barriers and went into each of their cells?” She threw her arm in the direction of the quarantine area.

      “That was the best way to retrieve all of the soul stones,” Monet explained, carefully placing Finnegan’s in a box lined with velvet.

      “You could have been bitten,” she argued.

      “But I wasn’t,” Monet said simply.

      “Whatever, that’s a horrible argument for your foolishness.” Azure and Monet both grew quiet, their own thoughts absorbing their current attention.

      It was hard for Azure to fathom that Finnegan’s soul stone sat in a box instead of neatly fastened to his robes, where she’d seen it her entire life. Usually, a witch or wizard from Virgo kept their soul stone on them until the day they died. Then it went into a box, or was passed down, or buried with them. To know that the old wizard’s soul stone now rested in a box while he was in the other room, a soulless being, was horribly heartbreaking.

      This was why Azure had kept the details about Virgo from Gran. Finnegan was one of her oldest friends, and although she’d never fancied him the way he did her, the knowledge of his change still would have been a stress that she shouldn’t have to carry right now. Azure just had to save him and the others—then it wouldn’t matter that she didn’t tell Gran. It would be a heartbreak she’d never have to experience.

      “We have to help them,” Monet finally said, ending the silence. It was like he’d been in Azure’s thoughts.

      “Gran thinks that they have answers,” she shared, forgetting momentarily why she’d come to fetch Monet.

      “From the Book of the Dead?” he asked.

      Azure nodded. “We need to leave for New Egypt right away.”

      Monet pursed his lips, thinking. “Yeah, okay. I just need to find someone to watch the tent.”

      “I’m sure Laurel will do it,” Azure said, feeling heavier.

      She saw it in Monet, too, and wanted to hug him to make them both feel better. Instead, she ran her eyes over the sparkling soul stones that lined the table, the ones that Monet had collected from the newbie vampires.

      “Yeah, okay,” he said and then spun around, looking into the cauldron stationed on the table. “Oh, and I have to figure out a safe way to dispose of these.”

      “What’s in there?” Azure asked.

      “I collected all of the bats that we shot down. The ones from Earth,” Monet explained. “I was afraid they could be dangerous even dead, so I rounded them up and kept them so I could find a way to destroy them.”

      Luckily the bats had been killed by the dragons before they’d bitten anyone. But on the ground, not everyone had been so lucky. Founder vampires had broken through and attacked, creating the followers in the quarantine unit.

      A smile sprang to Azure’s mouth. “You’re a genius!”

      “Duh, but what does that have to do with anything?” Monet asked.

      “Don’t destroy the bats,” she instructed. “Bring them with us. You might have just secured the ingredient we need to cure our people.”
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      Manx, in his black dog form, barked, bouncing around in front of Blisters. The unicorn lay on his side, a carton of mint chocolate chip ice cream sitting between his hooves.

      “Would you stop that damn racket?” Monet yelled from the far side of the carriage.

      Manx halted, and gave him a dignified expression. “No, I kindly will not.” The pooka resumed barking, leaning back on his hind legs in a puppy pose.

      “I didn’t say ‘kindly’,” Monet retorted.

      “Just imagine if you had,” Manx countered in between barks.

      Blisters’ head lolled to the side, as if he were drunk on ice cream, and then he plunged his face back into the container.

      Azure stopped pacing, which she’d been doing since they set off for New Egypt. “Manx, can you find a different way to try and cheer Blisters up? I think the bark-in-his-face approach isn’t working.”

      Manx shifted into the form of a black fox, giving Azure a mischievous look. “I have no idea why. I’ll try biting him.”

      Blisters jerked his head into the air, the carton of ice cream stuck on his muzzle. “No!” he protested in a muffled voice.

      Ever shook his head at Azure before trotting over to the unicorn and pulling the container off his face.

      “Thanks,” Blisters said, his white fur covered in green ice cream. He dropped his head, resting it on his legs, and she could see melancholy written in his eyes.

      “Blisters, I already told you that there will be a job for you,” Azure reminded him in a sensitive voice. “Gran hasn’t told us anything—”

      “In typical Gran fashion,” Monet interjected, pushing up from the sofa and weaving his way through the empty Cheeto bags and Laffy Taffy wrappers on the floor to get to the grand piano in the corner.

      “Once we know what needs to happen, we’ll figure out a plan,” Azure continued.

      “But everyone else has a job,” Blisters cried. “Manx delivers messages or carries you in his stallion form. Monet creates potions. Ever looks good in tight pants. And you’re the queen of Virgo, a fearless warrior. I’m just a dumb old unicorn.”

      Monet’s mouth popped open in protest. “I look good in skinny jeans. I just happen to be a real man, unlike some Light Elves who don’t need room for their—”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Azure said, cutting him off. “Blisters, you’ve helped us loads of times.”

      Blisters looked up with hope in his bloodshot, blue eyes. “Like when?”

      Azure shot a look at Ever and then Monet. “Like…that one time. Remember, guys?”

      Monet shook his head, not even trying to help. “I don’t remember a damn thing. Ever does, though, and I love the way he tells the story. Go ahead, Tight Ass.”

      Ever cut his eyes at Monet before clearing his throat. “Remember when you were Gillian’s steed?”

      Blisters dropped his head back down on his hooves. “Yes, and I got lost, and Azure had to rescue me.”

      Azure gave Manx a furious look. “Yes, I believe you got lost chasing a certain pooka who was trying to disorient you.”

      Manx shifted into bunny form and twitched his nose, his big eyes blinking back at her innocently.

      “To be fair,” Monet cut in, “that’s what pookas do. He also saved you from a kelpie.”

      Blisters blew his nose loudly. “That’s when we first met,” he said through a sob.

      Monet leaned in and whispered to Azure, “Only you would have a depressed unicorn.”

      “He’s not depressed,” she argued. “He just wants to have a purpose. We can all relate.”

      “I might as well let Scabs take over for me,” Blisters said, still wailing.

      Manx, who had shifted into raven form, perched on Blisters’ side, pecking at his fur like he was picking bugs from it. “For the last time, you don’t have a shadow self.”

      “I’ve seen him!” the unicorn insisted. “Twice.”

      “Well, there you go,” Monet said, punching Azure softly in the arm. “If Blisters saw it, then it must be true.”

      Ever strode over and sat behind the piano. “Actually, we all have a shadow self, but most of us never encounter our other part.”

      “See!” Blister called. “Scabs has black fur, a black mane. His horn is black. And—”

      “We get the point,” Monet said, shaking his head.

      “I wonder what my shadow self looks like,” Manx said, peering down at his black, feathered body.

      “Thing is, pooka, you are the shadow self,” Monet said with a laugh. “Out there somewhere is a kindly version of you, with golden hair and a loving disposition.”

      Manx squawked. “They sound awful!”

      “I should let Scabs take over,” Blisters whined again. “You and he would get along better, and you’d match.”

      Ever placed his fingers on the piano keys, a relaxed expression on his face. “How about I play a tune I wrote for you, Blisters?”

      “You wrote me a song?” the unicorn asked, his eyes wide.

      “I did,” the Light Elf said, winking at Azure. “And I think it will make you feel better.”

      Melodic music began to vibrate from the piano, making everyone fall still. Ever’s focus turned inward as he swayed to the soft notes. The melody sped up, captivating Azure. She’d never seen Ever play the piano; if she didn’t love him already, this would have been the moment she fell.

      He played for what felt like too short of a time before hitting a final note and looking up hopefully at Blisters. “There you go! There’s your song,” he said triumphantly.

      “Which also sounds eerily like Chopin,” Monet teased, a smile on his face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gran was stretched out on a chaise lounge when Azure found her.

      “There you are,” Gran called, looking up from her grimoire, which was perched on a nearby table. “You can put the chocolate and herbs on the table over there.” She motioned absentmindedly to the corner.

      Azure pursed her lips, confused. “I…um…didn’t bring you anything.”

      “You what?” the old witch asked, giving Reynolds beside her an appalled look.

      “Gran, you didn’t ask me to bring you chocolate or herbs,” her granddaughter explained.

      “No, I didn’t,” Gran agreed plainly. “Soggy bread! That’s why you’re supposed to read my mind. Haven’t I taught you anything, child?”

      “Calm down,” Reynolds urged.

      “Wilted flowers, I will not calm down,” Gran protested, looking agitated.

      Gillian had soundlessly arrived at Azure’s side. He whispered, “Sari has been a little stressed after I decoded all the Book of the Dead pages.”

      “I can hear you!” Gran stated loudly. “And of course I’m stressed, which is why I asked for chocolate.”

      Azure took a steadying breath, aware that servants stood around the room, eavesdropping. “Again, you didn’t ask, but there appears to be plenty of treats here.” She indicated a long table stocked with various fruits, breads, cheeses, nuts and vegetables.

      “Do you see any chocolate?” the Queen Mother challenged.

      Azure swept her gaze over the table. “Well, no, but—”

      “No, because it’s hot as tarnation, and chocolate would melt, wouldn’t it?” Gran pulled a folded fan from her lap and began waving it in front of her face.

      “Riiiiight,” Azure said, drawing out the word as she turned to Gillian. “The pages, do you want to update us?”

      A loud hiss erupted from the side of the room. Everyone spun around to find Manx in cat form, his back arched and fur puffed out, making him look larger. In front of him stood Cleo, Chibale’s familiar. The sleek, black cat with the golden necklace lifted her chin high in the air as she trotted into the room, Chibale behind her.

      “Manx, what’s gotten into you?” Monet asked, stalking over and picking up the pooka.

      “That cat…” Manx said, his voice shaking.

      “Yes, you’re a cat presently,” Monet explained. “And so is Finswick and, technically, Laurel.”

      “T-T-That cat isn’t the same as them,” Manx stuttered.

      “No, she’s wearing some bling,” Monet whispered. “A bit of a showoff, if you ask me.”

      Chibale and Cleo, who didn’t appear to be listening, crossed to the far side of the room. The wizard took a seat in a throne of sorts, while his familiar dutifully stood majestically beside him.

      “Now that the queen is here,” Chibale began coldly, “we shall discuss the pages from the Book of the Dead.”

      “Good to see you, too, King Chibale,” Queen Azure said, not able to help herself.

      He gave her an unamused stare.

      “We learned both the cure for follower vampirism and the way to kill founders,” Gillian said, hopping up onto a chair and leaning over the pages from the Book of the Dead.

      “We can’t also cure founders?” Ever asked.

      Chibale shook his head. “Their soul is irretrievably lost.”

      “But followers?” Azure asked.

      “Their soul is trapped, so to speak,” Reynolds stated.

      “And there is a way to un-trap it?” Monet asked.

      “Yes, there’s a potion that reverses the effects of vampirism, but it’s complicated. Only an incredibly skilled potion maker could pull this one off,” Gran said, letting out an exaggerated sigh.

      “I must admit, I don’t have anyone with the skills for such a task,” Chibale said darkly. “Not to mention that the ingredients are impossible.”

      Monet snapped at Gillian. “Read the ingredients. I’ll make this potion before dinner.”

      “Snap root, mum flower, coddle weed,” Gillian obliged.

      Monet’s brow wrinkled. “Would you quit making shit up and read the list?”

      “Those herbs are from the ginseng family. They promote healing and are often used in longevity potions,” Chibale stated.

      “But…” Monet said, drawing out the word.

      “But those herbs have gone extinct; there is none in all of New Egypt, where they originated,” the king informed him.

      “Because vampires eradicated them,” Azure guessed.

      “Precisely,” Chibale said with a curt nod.

      Monet wagged his finger through the air, thinking. “I’m not defeated yet. Keep reading, shorty,” he said to Gillian.

      “There are a few more ingredients, but most are common enough,” the gnome said. “However, there is one that I have zero idea how we’ll safely obtain.

      “What’s that?” Monet asked.

      Doubt covered Gillian’s face. “Bat blood.”

      Monet smiled wide, holding the bag he was clutching high into the air. “Well, then not all hope is lost. I have a dozen charred bats right here.”
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      Chibale seemed reluctant to strategize for the final battle, and so was drawing out the meeting. Already famished from the long journey, the group decided to take a break to replenish their reserves.

      Gran, on the other hand, appeared more tense than usual. She tapped her foot nervously all through dinner, making a commotion that constantly caught Azure’s attention. Every time she tried to make eye contact with her, though, the old witch avoided her and tore her gaze away.

      Chibale snapped his fingers when everyone had pushed their dinner plates aside. Servants filed into the room with stony expressions on their faces. “We are ready for dessert,” he said to the closest servant.

      “Actually, we’re ready to plan,” Azure argued. “We’ve spent enough time stuffing our faces. We need to get to business.”

      “But dessert…” Blisters complained from the far end of the table.

      “Can wait,” Azure said adamantly before turning to Chibale and Gran. “The founders. How do we kill them?”

      Gran dropped her gaze to her unfinished plate of roasted chicken and marinated vegetables.

      “We wake the king,” Chibale said, his voice deep.

      “King?” Ever asked. “Aren’t you the king of New Egypt?”

      “I’m the ruler of our coven, but only the true king can stop the founders.” Chibale’s words ended abruptly and were followed by silence.

      “King Khufu was the ruler of Egypt when the first founder vampire rose,” Gillian explained. “He is the one who asked the gods to restrict them. The Book of the Dead states that the only one who can destroy a founder is the one who first cursed them.”

      “King Khufu,” Azure said in a hush.

      “Yes, but there are a few issues to consider,” Reynolds said, his hands resting calmly on the table in front of him. His poise seemed to help Gran straighten and shake off some of her nervousness.

      “First, you’ll have to enter the Great Pyramid,” Chibale said.

      “Me?” Azure asked. “Just me?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Oh, good, you’re going to help us save your kingdom finally,” Monet said, taking a gulp of wine. “Brav-fucking-o.”

      “That’s what I said,” Gran quipped, narrowing her eyes at the wizard.

      “But, Queen Azure, you must enter the Great Pyramid,” Gillian stated, his tone insistent.

      “Because the gods want me dead?” she joked.

      “Because we need you to free the king,” Chibale stated blankly.

      “Does it take a certain kind of magic?” Azure asked.

      Gillian shook his head and then corrected himself. “Waking the king does take magic, which Chibale has agreed to do, but that’s the easy part.”

      “I cannot wait to find out the not-so-easy part,” Monet said, draining his glass.

      Gran looked up at Azure for the first time since she’d returned. “The royal blood of a reigning king or queen is the only way to unlock King Khufu’s tomb.”

      “Chibale is a king, though,” Ever argued.

      “Yes, but my rule is based on power,” Chibale explained. “Only a living monarch, like Khufu was, can open the tomb.”

      “Fine, I’ll do it,” Azure stated at once.

      Gillian placed his hand on the table in front of her, gaining her attention. “The king has not been awoken since his death. When brought back, according to the Book of the Dead, he is supposed to hunt down founders, but—”

      “It states that he will be an irrational monster, disoriented from his stint in the afterlife,” Gran said, a cold fear in her eyes. “Azure, the king will be incredibly dangerous. Once you free him, it’s imperative that you get away from him before he kills you.”

      She blinked back at her grandmother. She understood the tension and stress now: Gran didn’t want to send her on this suicide mission, yet there was no choice. Azure was the only one who could open the tomb.

      “What if Azure gave Chibale a vial of her blood?” Ever asked, borrowing the worried expression on Gran’s face.

      Gillian shook his head morosely. “It must be fresh.”

      “Of course it must,” Monet said, filling his goblet. “Who didn’t see that one coming?”

      “It’s fine,” Azure said, conscious to keep her tone steady. “I’ll do it. We’ll figure out a way to protect Chibale and me, then we’ll release the king and he’ll take down the founders.”

      “And I’ll be there to help,” Ever said.

      “Me too!” Blisters cheered.

      “It’s not every day I get to see a resurrection,” Manx sang. “I’m coming, too.”

      All eyes fell on Monet, who was slurping from his goblet. He lowered it slowly, wiping his sleeve across his mouth. “Well, I don’t see any reason to take up more space, clogging those narrow tunnels. I’ll stay back and babysit the gnome.”

      “Like hell, you will,” Gran retorted. “You’re going, and you’ll throw yourself in front of Azure.”

      Monet gave her an impatient stare. “Of course I am, you old bat, but it’s more fun to pretend to bail on the mission. Azure has this goody-two-shoes entourage, ready to spring up to save her,” he said waving at Ever, Blisters and Manx. “I’m the one who keeps things fun and light around here.”

      “Is that what you do?” Gran challenged.

      “Now, the question remains,” Gillian said, gaining everyone’s attention, “how are you all going to get into the Great Pyramid?”

      “So that implies that we can’t just stroll on in there,” Manx said in raven form, pecking at his plate of food.

      “The Great Pyramid of Giza is sealed with a magic that exceeds my abilities,” Chibale admitted. He cast his eyes at the ground where Cleo dutifully stood. “However, I know someone who can help.”

      “Oh, good, another suspenseful long pause,” Manx joked.

      “Yes, please do not tell us outright,” Monet said with a loud yawn. “We’d prefer if you used a long, complicated riddle.”

      “Or a song and dance,” Blisters said, joining in the fun.

      A small smile crossed Gran’s face, and Azure was happy to see her slightly more at ease.

      “You can’t go in there!” a voice called from the hall. It was followed by the sound of running footsteps.

      A man draped in bright white robes hobbled into the room, bumping into furniture. A moment later, Nefertiti, the twin to Nenet, sprinted after him.

      “I’m sorry, Chibale,” she said breathlessly. “I told him he couldn’t come in right now.”

      Chibale raised a hand. “It’s quite all right, Nefertiti. What is it, Cap? We aren’t scheduled to meet for several days.”

      The man looked all around the room, searching. It wasn’t until his opaque eyes settled eerily on Azure that she realized he was blind. “I have seen a vision that involves the queen.”

      Azure looked to Chibale before returning her gaze to the old man. “Who is he?”

      An irritated expression crossed the king’s face. “Cap is a seer. I consult with him on the first day of the week.” He said the last part more to the newcomer than to the queen.

      “But by then it would be too late,” Cap said, stumbling forward and catching himself on the table.

      “Too late for what?” Gran asked.

      “You make plans now to enter the Great Pyramid,” Cap said, his strange, white eyes scanning the table of faces as if he could see them.

      Chibale steepled his hands in front of his face, studying the seer. “Yes, we are going after a weapon to kill the founders.”

      “You should not leave until tomorrow night,” Cap advised.

      “You’ve seen a vision of the Great Pyramid?” Gran asked.

      He nodded. “I have, wherein you all enter during the daylight hours, thinking it safer.”

      “It would be, naturally, since vampires own the night,” the king reasoned.

      “But the place you are entering is where the vampires dwell,” Cap said.

      “What?” Gran said, her voice rising an octave. “There are vampires in the Great Pyramid?”

      “Yes, they’ve made it their home,” Cap explained. “In my vision, when you entered during the day, you woke the sleeping vampires, walking straight into a trap.”

      “Well, I’m out,” Monet said, refilling his goblet.

      “But,” Cap said, his voice full of conviction, “if you enter the Great Pyramid of Giza at night, most of the brood will be away from the nest, hunting.”

      “Oh…” Azure breathed, putting it altogether. “That does make sense.”

      “Did anyone else hear the part where we’re entering the lair of the beasts?” Manx asked.

      “So that we can slay it,” Ever told him.

      “Thank you, Cap,” Chibale said in a dismissive tone. “That was quite helpful.”

      “Well, that settles how you’ll get into the pyramid—it sounds like it’s already open,” Reynolds supplied.

      “Actually, it is still locked to outsiders, based on the magic that Ata used to open it,” Cap said, not having moved.

      “Ata…” Chibale said, his voice sounding haunted.

      “Yes,” Cap hissed. “You’ll still need the feline, in order to enter the Great Pyramid of Giza.”

      “Feline?” Azure asked, first thinking of Finswick, and then Manx.

      Chibale closed his eyes for a beat, agitation wrinkling his brow. “Yes, I suppose it is time that we reveal your secret, Cleo.” He turned his focus to the ground, where the sleek, black cat sat stoically.

      From the stone floor, a figure of a beautiful woman sprang up, standing where the cat had just been. She had long, shiny, black hair and wore a large crown adorned with a cobra. Gold bracelets dangled on her wrist, and her eyes sparkled with an ancient wisdom.

      Monet plopped his goblet on the table with a loud bang. “Would it be too much to ask for you all to cut me off before I start hallucinating?”

      “You can’t be…” Gran said, her voice a hush.

      The regal woman turned to the side, holding the long train of her robes over one arm. “I assure you that I am.”

      Gran’s face drained of color. “But you’re—”

      “As you can see, I’m not,” the woman said.

      “This abbreviated conversation is cute, but can someone please tell us what’s going on?” Azure asked.

      The woman, obviously of great nobility, gave Azure an unhurried stare. “I’m Cleopatra, once the queen of New Egypt.”

      “And now you’re a cat,” Monet stated.

      “How are you still alive?” Ever asked.

      “My enemies sought my kingdom, my power,” Cleopatra began, her words hot with conviction. “They would have taken it from me, stealing it for their own land. I couldn’t allow that, so I faked my own suicide.”

      “They found a deadly serpent alongside your body,” Gran said, her eyes skirting to the right and left, like she was putting together invisible puzzle pieces.

      “Yes, and those who were glad to see me gone believed the snake to have killed me, guided by my own hand,” Cleopatra said.

      “But the serpent merely held your power, your magic,” Gillian guessed, his pad of paper in hand, ready to take notes. One punishing look from Chibale, though, and he dropped his pen, thinking better of the idea.

      “Once my mortal body was gone, I took the form of my familiar—the cat you saw moments ago,” Cleopatra explained.

      “And because your magic is contained in the serpent you wear, you have immortality?” Reynolds asked.

      “Because I sacrificed my crown in order to protect the New Egyptians’ magic from villains, the gods have seen fit to leave me as I am.” Cleopatra looked to Chibale, a fondness in her eyes. “I have served every king and queen to preside over our coven.”

      “And you can get us into the Great Pyramid of Giza?” Azure asked.

      “I am the last remaining monarch of New Egypt,” Cleopatra stated proudly. “My bloodline will open the pyramid, without a doubt.”

      “Can you use that blood to open Khufu’s tomb?” Ever asked hopefully.

      “I cannot,” Cleopatra said plainly.

      “So, after your death…” Azure dared to venture.

      “I lost my physical form. What you see before you is simply an apparition,” the once great queen said, her voice marked by a raw pain.

      “But you were able to preserve your magic for your coven.” Azure tried to inject hope into her tone.

      “Yes, but the monarchy died with me, and the New Romans took over,” Cleopatra stated. “That is why to rule our coven, one must display the greatest power. With my bloodline gone, it was the only way to choose a ruler.”

      Azure ran her eyes over the tattoos that covered Chibale’s arms, neck and face. She still thought there had to be a better way, one that wouldn’t incite a greedy war for the throne. Azure wondered if democracy was possible for New Egypt.
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      When the sun had risen, Azure stepped out of the Sphinx, desperate for fresh air. The dry desert that stretched before her was not the welcoming sight she’d longed for. A nostalgia for Virgo rumbled in her chest.

      Her eyes settled on the Great Pyramid of Giza in the distance. It was one of the many connecting factors between Oriceran and Earth. Sunlight kissed the crystal at the top of the structure, giving off a blinding glare.

      Azure rarely remembered she was half-human, but for some reason, it hit her especially hard right then. Maybe it was her homesickness, reminding her of who she truly was. She wasn’t only the queen of Virgo or the protector of the Howling Willow—she was also a girl. A simple human whose ancestors came from Earth.

      “Thank you for coming to see me,” Oak said at her back.

      She turned to find the tall wizard, his black robes flapping in the hot wind of the desert behind him. Azure’s face screwed up in confusion. “You didn’t ask me to come and find you.”

      Oak smirked. “And yet you’re here at precisely the time I intended for you to meet me, so maybe somehow, I did.”

      Azure couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Why is it that you and Gran like to pretend I’m getting memos that I’m not?”

      Oak tapped the side of his head. “We are all connected. Messages transfer through sheer will and thought. It is a fool who would have the thoughts of others, not realizing that there is no privacy even in one’s own brain.”

      “I’m going to have to ponder on that conundrum for a while,” Azure said with a laugh.

      Oak waved her over to the carriage, where three of the dragons were lounging, flicking their tails through the soft sand.

      “I’m leaving Timber, Ronalds and Theresa with you,” Oak said as Micky strode over to them, her bright eyes shining.

      “What do you mean?” Azure asked.

      “I trust that they have spent enough time with you to serve you in the way you deserve,” Oak continued.

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      Oak turned to her, a knowing expression on his face. “No, I suspect you wouldn’t, as that’s the end of the conversation we’re about to have. But I like to start there and go in reverse.”

      She could have sworn that Micky gave her a commiserating expression that said, ‘He’s frustratingly confusing, isn’t he?’

      “Okay, so start at the beginning,” Azure encouraged.

      “Micky and I won’t be with you any longer; it’s our time to leave,” Oak said, looking adoringly at the dragon.

      “Where are you going?” Azure asked, knowing it was none of her business.

      “Home,” he said simply.

      “I thought you said that your home was wherever your dragons are. But you’re leaving three of your dragons here?” she challenged.

      “Ah, but you only know that because I started from the end,” Oak said.

      Azure pressed her finger to her temple, trying to stave off the pressure erupting behind her eyes. “Can you please help me make sense of what you’re telling me? Currently, it doesn’t make sense.”

      Oak nodded. “Although I’ll miss my other dragons, they have elected to serve you, which makes me proud, and I’m confident that I’ll find them again. But the time has come for me and Micky to go our own way, at least for a little while.”

      “You said you were going home,” she reminded him.

      “Yes, the Baltic Longtooth dragons originate north of here,” Oak stated.

      “By the Baltic Sea,” Azure guessed.

      “Naturally,” the wizard confirmed. “The mountains there still conceal a healthy population of dragons, and that shall be our first stop. It will be good for us both to return.”

      “So you’re from the same area as the dragons,” Azure stated, rather than asked.

      “Queen Azure, if you look at me—really look at me—you’ll know who I am.” Oak looked intently down at her, his bluish-silver beard rippling in the wind.

      At first, Azure wanted to argue. To complain that this was a bunch of silly riddles. But an ache pulsed deep inside her, and she couldn’t ignore it. Her connection to the Howling Willow. Instead of pushing away the feeling, Azure allowed it to blossom, and it brought with it a series of images. Small green dragons. Mountains. Beautiful water. Wind soaring across her face as she flew high over the land.

      Azure opened her eyes with a deep gasp, not even realizing she’d closed them. “You’re a dragon.”

      With a serenely neutral expression, Oak nodded. “I was a dragon, many lives ago. I assure you, I’m pure wizard now.”

      “But how?” Azure asked. “How did you become a wizard? And why? Isn’t being dragon better than being a wizard?”

      Oak pulled his long pipe from his robe, turning it over in his hands. Seeming to give up on the idea of smoking, he put it back. “To answer your first question, I’m honestly not sure what’s better. Humans are wonderful and dragons incredible. They are both uniquely majestic in their own ways.”

      Azure’s mind was racing. “But how? How did you become a dragon? I’ve never seen this type of magic.”

      A wisdom glittered in the old wizard’s eyes. “It is rare magic, indeed. A young, but powerful witch was obsessed with me when I was a dragon. Giving me no choice in the matter, and knowing nothing of my own heart’s passion, she turned me into a man.”

      Azure clapped her hand to her mouth. It all made sense now. “So that’s… the dragons… the weredragons… That’s why they follow your lead, isn’t it? Because you used to be one of them.”

      Oak’s eyes drifted to the dragons still lounging in the distance, making little movement as they bathed in the scorching heat. “Yes, mademoiselle. I have their full loyalty because we grew up together. Timber and Ronalds are my brothers. Theresa a dear friend. And Micky, well…as you know, she’s special.”

      Oak pulled the velvet box that Azure had given him from his robe pocket. He took a single step and gracefully placed his hand under the dragon’s head, directing it upward. With his free hand, he opened the box containing true love, and the bright, gold light shone. Oak turned the box over and poured it on top of the dragon’s head, bathing her in an incredible light.

      What appeared to be liquid gold spread, enveloping the dragon’s entire body. Micky didn’t appear to be in pain, but it was increasingly difficult to make out her face. The light brightened to the point that Azure had to shield her eyes, but even with her arm in front of her face and her head turned to the side, the glow permeated through her eyelids. Then, just as quickly as it had flared, it faded away.

      Tentatively, Azure lowered her arm and turned her head to face forward again. Where Micky had been now stood a woman with the warmest features. Her eyes shone with a quiet acceptance, and her pink mouth drew into a genuine smile. She wasn’t old or young; much like when she was a dragon, she appeared timeless, with a beauty that was breathtaking.

      Azure should have been used to women sprouting from the form of animals, yet she found herself speechless.

      The woman’s mouth parted as if about to say something, but only a gasp fell from her lips. She clapped her hand to her chest, staring down at her body, which was covered in a loose garment.

      Oak’s eyes twinkled with unabashed adoration as he stared at the woman who had just appeared.

      “Is that Micky?” Azure asked, already knowing the answer.

      The woman looked up at Azure and blinked several times, like trying to orient herself. “I am,” she said in a soft voice.

      “But how?” Azure asked Oak. “How did you transform her? You didn’t use magic.”

      Oak clasped his hands behind his back, tipping forward on his toes and then back again. “Oh, no. I’ve searched for that spell and have been unable to find it; that witch, she was quite skillful, but it cost her greatly.”

      “She’s dead?” Azure asked, not able to take her eyes off the woman who was once a dragon.

      “I’m afraid the dragons were unable to look the other way when she changed me without my consent,” Oak said, also casting his eyes on the woman. “You see, I was in love, but not with the young witch. I was in love with one of my own—the very woman you see before you now.”

      “Oh! You and Micky were in love,” Azure said, a chill running through her core.

      “Yes. And you ask how I was able to transform Micky into a woman.” The wizard held up the velvet box. “True love has great powers. It can change everything. What this box held, I could have used to secure almost anything I wanted.”

      “And you used it to make me into a woman,” Micky said, a thoughtful reverence in her eyes as she stared at Oak.

      “Being with you is what I want most, but you already knew that.” He offered her his arm, and she took it at once, sewing herself to his side.

      Azure thought she should turn away and give the pair privacy. She brushed her hand over her face, trying to avoid looking at the lovers, who were gazing sweetly at each other.

      “The dragons will know what to do,” Oak said, demanding her attention. “All you must do is tell them when you’d like to leave and where you’d like to go. I’ve enchanted the carriage to operate in my absence.”

      “So you’re really leaving?” she asked.

      “I thought I could wait, but once I had the essence of true love, I found it difficult,” Oak admitted.

      “And there is not much else we can do for you now,” Micky said, her voice so familiar to Azure, as she’d heard it time and again in her head.

      “Yes, what happens now is solely in your hands, Queen Azure,” Oak stated. “But the dragons will be here to take you home, should you be successful.”

      “And you’re returning home?” she asked, marveling at the couple before her.

      Oak pulled his gnarly wand from his robe pocket. “We will return briefly. A reunion, of sorts. And then I daresay we will desire our time alone.”

      Azure didn’t hide the embarrassed smile that sprang to her mouth. “Well, thank you for… well, everything. For protecting us. For guiding me. For—”

      Micky stepped forward, bowing low to Azure. When she lifted her head she said, “I believe we’ve served each other. And the honor has been one I’ll hold dear, Queen Azure.”

      Unable to stop herself, Azure threw her arms around Micky, pulling her in tightly. It proved to her that whether a dragon, a werecat, or a pixie, all females shared a connection, a sweet sisterhood.

      Oak smiled broadly, his eyes twinkling. “And now we leave you, but we hope this is only farewell and not goodbye.”

      “Farewell,” Azure said, taking a step backward.

      “Farewell,” Micky said, slipping her arm back through Oak’s.

      The wizard held up his wand, twirling it above their heads. A moment later, the two disappeared, leaving Azure with a strange warmth in her chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “How, pray tell, are we to find a witch who hides her shop?” Monet asked, as they bustled through the busy streets of the city.

      The vendors yelled for the group’s attention, selling their wares. Because everyone was careful to be shut in their houses at night, the cobbled roads were busier than usual during the day. New Egypt was a kingdom used to operating during the evening and night hours, when the heat wasn’t so intense, but avoiding vampires had become the city’s chief priority.

      “I’m not sure,” Azure mused, pausing and rotating in a circle.

      “This is about where we were the last time we went into the shop,” Ever said at her side.

      “I think it was right there.” Azure pointed to a plain brick wall where a couple of children were playing a game with chalk on the sidewalk.

      The street around them faded, all of the colors suddenly muted. Azure blinked, unsure what was happening to her vision. Her feet seemed to rise off the street, and her heart felt as though it was lodged in her throat.

      She was about to scream, then her vision went black.
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        * * *

      

      A musty smell tickled Azure’s nose, making her sneeze. Her eyes burst open to find she was standing at the counter inside Myrtle’s Collectibles.

      “How did I get here?” she asked, spinning around to find Ever and Monet behind her.

      Ever shared her confusion, staring down at his arms and legs as if to ensure they were still in the right place.

      Monet, on the other hand, yawned, looking slightly bored. “We’ve been transported,” he imparted. “Makes your head feel like it has been turned inside out, doesn’t it?”

      Azure pinched her forehead in her hand, nodding. “Yeah, it hurts like a bitch. This is the teleporting you do?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not the one who brought us in here. I’m guessing it was her.” Monet pointed behind the counter.

      Azure turned to find Myrtle, one of the strangest witches she’d ever met—which was saying quite a lot. The old woman had a blue and yellow shawl covering her black hair and neck, but still the tattoos on her chest and on her chin were visible.

      “Myrtle, did you bring us in here?” Azure asked.

      The witch started to nod and then snapped her fingers at a lizard perched on top of a large jewelry box on the counter. “I know I could have made the shop visible, but then people would have seen it and come in here.”

      “And you don’t want that,” Monet said, turning his attention to a rack of old potion bottles. “They might have tried to buy something, and that would be simply awful.”

      Myrtle shook her head, her gaze still directed at the lizard. “Killing him would never go over well, although the thought has crossed my mind. However, I like the idea of adding a shrunken head with green hair to my collection.”

      “Hey!” Monet objected.

      Azure pulled the lamp from her bag. “Myrtle, you said that you’d tell me how to release the genie from this lamp if I brought you a weredragon scale.”

      The witch’s eyes were pinned on the bag hanging on Azure’s shoulder. “Then why aren’t you giving me the weredragon scale you carry on your person?”

      “What’s to stop you from withholding the information from me once I’ve given you the scale?” Azure spouted. “You could simply throw us out of your shop, and I’d have done all of this for nothing.”

      Ever opened his mouth to argue, when a strange smile formed on Myrtle’s thin lips, and she flicked her eyes at him. “I wouldn’t say your journey has brought you nothing,” she said to the queen. “On the contrary, I believe that, so far, your efforts to release your genie has brought much fortune to a few.”

      Smoke billowed out of the spout of the lamp and rose into the air. Bob coughed loudly, waving his hand in front of his face as he materialized sitting tailor style as he floated in the air. “And yet, I’m still not free,” he noted. “The evil queen has found love. Oak has a lady girlfriend. But does Bob have freedom?”

      Ever made a sound of annoyed protest. “We’re working on it. Patience, you sadistic genie.”

      Bob crossed his arms and peered up at the ceiling. “The Light Elf wouldn’t talk to me if he knew the disdain I held for him.”

      “You’re talking out loud again,” Azure told the genie.

      Bob’s eyes widened, and he clapped his hand over his mouth.

      “Remember we had that whole conversation about internal dialogue versus speaking aloud?” she reminded him.

      “I’m working on it,” Bob said. “It’s difficult since I’ve spent eternity bottled up in a lamp, fulfilling the most foolish demands of my masters. Do you know that I once had a master, little more than a parasite of sorts, who ordered me through a wish to save her from centaurs?”

      Azure let out a loud breath. “That was me, Bob.”

      Bob waved her off with his hairy hand. “I can’t be expected to remember the three wishes you’ve made.”

      “I’ve made two,” she said dully, before turning her attention back to Myrtle. “I promise to turn over the weredragon scale if you’ll please tell us what we need to know.”

      “You must impart how we can rid ourselves of Bob, the most annoying genie in the world!” Monet urged.

      “Well, if ridding yourself of him is all you want, then just make your last wish,” Myrtle said.

      Azure shook her head. “I want to free him, and you know that. Tell me how to do it.”

      Myrtle jerked her head in the direction of the lizard, who hadn’t made a single sound. “I know she isn’t going to like it, but that shouldn’t be my concern.”

      Azure’d had about enough of this kooky, old witch. She dug into her bag and retrieved the pouch Oak had given her. Holding it in the air, she swung it back and forth. “Weredragon scale in exchange for how to free the genie.”

      Monet’s hand reached out, yanking the weredragon’s scale from Azure.

      She gawked at him in disbelief, reaching for the bag. He was too fast, though, and thrust the pouch into his pants. She yanked her hands back, not willing to go there.

      “Actually,” Monet said, patting his crotch, “the weredragon scale for both the information on how to release the pain-in-the-ass genie and what you know about me. Before, you hinted that you knew something about my father. You said that only those from the House of Torrance could disappear and reappear like I can, and like what you did to us.”

      “You must have imagined that,” Myrtle said, dismissing him.

      “Well, I watched Oak disappear with Micky, so maybe she was wrong,” Azure said.

      “A wizard made from a dragon will have many powers that are unique to him. I assure you, only those from the House of Torrance can teleport,” Myrtle said in a rush, dropping her eyes at once, realizing she’d accidentally made an admission.

      “Are you and Monet related?” Ever asked.

      “Distant cousins,” the witch said.

      “Why doesn’t he have tattoos?” Azure asked.

      Myrtle took a deep breath, seeming to resign a bit. “Those from the House of Torrance don’t have soul stones or tattoos, but I was raised in New Egypt, and Monet in Virgo. The rules that govern the coven where one is raised dictate how their residual magic will manifest.”

      “So Monet’s father was from the lineage of Torrance,” Azure began. “What else can you tell us about them?”

      “I can tell you two things and only two things,” Myrtle stated, holding the same number of fingers up to indicate. “His mother and father were both from Leo, the land ruled by the House of Torrance.”

      “Helga, Monet’s mother, was from Virgo. I know that for a fact,” Azure argued.

      Myrtle shook her head, her shawl falling to her shoulders. “If they can’t put two and two together, I can’t help them,” she said to the lizard.

      “I think…” Ever said, his tone cautious, “she’s implying that Helga isn’t Monet’s real mother.”

      “What?” Azure said in shocked disbelief.

      “My mother was from Leo…?” Monet tested, his eyes distant.

      “I’ve never heard of that land,” the queen stated.

      “And the other thing you were going tell me?” Monet asked, desperation in his voice.

      A wicked smile showed the witch’s crooked teeth. “The other thing is that only Mage Lenore can tell you the rest. She’s sworn me to secrecy, and I value my life over your curiosity.”

      Azure gauged Monet. He didn’t look satisfied, but he knew more than he had. Helga wasn’t his mother; that would take time to digest. He had loved the woman who had raised him, as all children do.

      But there had always been a bit of shame surrounding her, and she was considered an outcast in Virgo—which was saying something, since Virgoans were so accepting. Helga broke rules unnecessarily, and she had neglected to buy Monet the things he needed growing up like clothes and school supplies. But he had food and was healthy, so no one questioned her parenting tactic too much. However, to learn that this woman wasn’t really his mother was a shock…and maybe a relief.

      “Since I don’t have all day,” Bob began in a bored tone, “will you please tell these lightwits how to free me?”

      “The term is ‘dimwits’,” Ever corrected.

      “And you do actually have all day,” Monet added. “You have eternity.”

      Myrtle spread her tattooed hands on the glass counter, illuminating an image on the surface of a pyramid replica. “To free Zingamobobfren,” she began in a deep, airy voice, “you’ll need to accomplish the impossible task of trespassing into the Great Pyramid of Giza. Breaking into the—”

      “We’re already headed there,” Monet said, cutting her off.

      A bit deflated, Myrtle let out a sigh. “Oh, well, then the next part will be quite easy for you.”

      “That’s a relief,” Azure said. “How do I free Bob once I’m in the Great Pyramid?”

      “There is a secret room above the Grand Gallery,” Myrtle explained, highlighting a chamber on the illuminated structure.

      “How do I get up there?” the queen asked.

      Myrtle shrugged. “You could try flying.”

      “Thanks, that’s not at all helpful,” Azure stated dully.

      “Once you make it to this spot, set the lamp upon the altar and plunge your wand through it.” Myrtle swept her hand over the counter, and the image of the pyramid disappeared.

      Monet pulled out his own wand and poked the lamp. “A little problem with your instructions; this is a wand, not a sword.”

      “You are not the queen, the owner of the lamp, and you’re not in the Great Pyramid,” the witch stated.

      “Okay,” Azure said, swallowing. “I find a way up to this room and stick my wand through the lamp. Then Bob is free, right?”

      “Yes, but the lamp will dissolve… with your wand in it,” Myrtle stated.

      “Wait a second. Those lamps aren’t destroyed.” Azure pointed to the lamps on the shelf behind them.

      “No, they aren’t.” Myrtle turned toward the back, like she had forgotten something.

      Monet disappeared, and reappeared in front of the witch, stopping her from leaving. “You said that the genies in those lamps had been liberated.”

      “Did I say that?” Myrtle asked innocently. “I meant killed, which if you think about it, for a genie, death is freedom, after decades of enslavement.”

      “Tell me about it, sister,” Bob sang.

      “But you don’t want to kill your genie, do you?” she asked, looking intently at Azure.

      “No, I want to really free him,” the queen stated.

      “Which is why I’ve given you the non-lethal solution,” Myrtle explained.

      “So those other genies were killed?” Ever asked, indicating the lamps.

      “Yes, here in New Egypt,” she answered. “I can tell you how to do that. It’s much simpler than freeing one.”

      “No, I’m not killing Bob,” Azure declared.

      Myrtle looked her over, an unreadable expression in the old witch’s eyes. “If you accomplish this, you’ll be the first. You must realize that no one has been able to break into the Great Pyramid. That’s quite the tall order. Not to mention, destroying your wand for the sake of freeing a genie is a huge sacrifice.”

      “She doesn’t mind,” Bob stated.

      Azure gulped, thinking of her beloved wand. It felt as though she’d had it her entire life. She remembered how different things had been after Mage Lenore delivered it to her from the Howling Willow.

      But something told her not to hesitate.

      She looked up at Bob and gave him a pure smile. “I’ll do it, Bob. By tonight, you’ll be free.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever wanted to tell Azure that freeing Bob was unnecessary. That it was a distraction. That it was not worth losing her wand for. But as he strode beside her through the streets of New Egypt, he couldn’t bring himself to argue the matter. The conviction in her face was too strong.

      For the rest of his life, he’d challenged the woman beside him, but he couldn’t on this. Not when he knew that if she didn’t attempt to free Bob, it would haunt her. Azure would be tortured if she couldn’t give those around her the freedom she herself didn’t know. The queen of Virgo was bound to her kingdom. Now she was also owned by the Howling Willow. Every day, her schedule was dictated by demands yearning for her attention. And Ever knew that Azure endured that responsibility because it granted others freedom.
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        * * *

      

      All Azure wanted to do was refresh herself with a quick meditation before turning her attention to the mission ahead. In a few short hours, she and her friends would venture into the Great Pyramid on the deadliest mission they’d ever attempted.

      “I think I have a way to get you into the room above the Grand Gallery,” Monet said as they hurried through the entrance to the Sphinx.

      This pulled Azure out of her spinning thoughts. “Oh really. How?”

      Behind the sarcophagus, the wall to the main chamber under the Sphinx receded with a great boom.

      Monet didn’t answer. Like Azure and Ever, his attention was absorbed by the loud drumming that engulfed the huge, atrium-like main room. Witches and wizards lined a path from the entrance to the far side of the giant chamber. On the opposite end, Chibale stood beside a large, gold throne, Cleo at his side. Azure scanned the area, but didn’t have to search long to find Gran and the others, lounging on pillows in a corner and being fanned by servants with giant, green leaves.

      “What is this?” Azure asked the guys by her side.

      Nefertiti stepped between the line of witches and wizards standing stoically before them. Behind the wall of people was a procession of drummers, marching back and forth, their beats reverberating in Azure’s chest.

      “Queen, our people have spoken and have come to a decision involving you and yours,” Nefertiti said, motioning to Monet and Ever.

      “Is this when you tell us we’re about to be roasted over a fire?” Monet asked, indicating the large fire pits stationed around the chamber.

      Nefertiti, not getting his humor, shook her head. “I’ve been instructed to tell you that, to enter the Great Pyramid of our ancestor, you must first become one of us.”

      “What?” Azure asked, shocked. “But my coven. I can’t join yours and be the leader of my own.”

      “It would be an honorary connection only, but it is necessary,” Nefertiti explained. “You all know our greatest secret regarding Cleopatra; taking our oath will bind you to secrecy. And if you’re to wake our king, you should be one of us. It could even protect you from his wrath.”

      “What if we don’t do it?” Ever challenged. “I, for one, am not a wizard.”

      “But you do hold magic, and you will be on this mission,” Nefertiti pressed. “If you do not agree to these terms, Cleopatra will not allow you to access to the pyramid. She desires unity in this mission.”

      “This is silly, of course we’ll participate in whatever this ritual is to gain membership to your coven,” Azure said, her head tunneling with exhaustion.

      “You should know that once you commit to this, you’ll become one of us,” Nefertiti warned.

      “Okay…” Monet said, drawing out the word. “Can we get this over with, then? I smell grilled chicken.”

      Azure nodded at him. She was starving too, and didn’t understand why Nefertiti was making such a big deal about this. She also resented the fact that they’d all agreed on the mission and now Cleopatra was changing the requirements.

      “When you are ready,” Nefertiti said, holding her hand out toward the long path that led to the throne, “proceed as you are to the other side. When you reach the end, you’ll be one of us, having silently taken the oath.”

      Azure exchanged looks with Monet, an expression that said, ‘Is that all?’ She turned to Ever, who nodded his consent.

      It wasn’t like she was actually abandoning her coven, but taking on this association with the New Egyptians felt strange, almost like cheating. Still, this was the hoop they wanted her to jump through, so that’s what she’d do.

      Azure took a single step forward, and something shifted.

      The great room fell silent.

      Suddenly, she felt fire burning in her veins. Spinning to look at Monet and Ever, she saw the same pain in their faces. She took another step, and the row of witches and wizards lining the aisle bowed down on one knee.

      A single drum beat filled the air, deafening her. She took another step and nearly toppled over. The burning sensation was all-encompassing. The stone under her feet became scorching coal. Azure could barely keep herself upright for the pain of it.

      With each step, the witches and wizards beside her fell into a low bow. Their show of respect urged her forward when all she wanted to do was turn from this challenge. Was this worth it? They were weakening themselves, right before battle.

      Azure’s eyes watered, blurring her vision. She blinked at the sight of Chibale and Cleopatra only a few feet away. Although she’d already crossed a great distance, finishing this marathon felt impossible.

      The drumming grew louder, thundering in her head. It seemed to split her resolve.

      And then Azure swallowed, and realized that there was no drum. The chamber was eerily quiet, save for the crackling fire. The drum had been her own heart, reverberating so loudly she could hear nothing else.

      She nearly crumbled when she came to the end of the path. Chibale stood stoically, staring at her impassively. She wasn’t sure what to expect at this point, but what came next was definitely not it. The king dropped into a low bow.

      Azure sucked in a breath just as Cleopatra morphed into her human form.

      “I know you had reservations about this ritual,” the ancient queen said, “and do still—especially now that you’re feeling the fire in your veins—but I assure you it was necessary. You can’t know what it’s like to fight for New Egypt unless you are one of us. You’ve shown great bravery pledging yourself to us. In turn, we have rewarded you.”

      The fired ignited on Azure’s arm, stealing her attention. She opened her mouth to scream, but her voice was not the only one to fill the air. She, Monet and Ever all let out screams of pain as the burning wrapped around their arms.

      Azure feared her fire would spread, taking over her heart. She wondered why her Gran was merely watching from the corner. Sucking in a breath to scream again, she was surprised to find a sudden coolness bathing her. Soft and soothing.

      Lifting her arm, she stared at the spot where the burning had been the most intense, expecting to see a grotesque burn. Instead, she found a beautifully intricate tattoo of braided ropes, about two inches wide, wrapped around her forearm.

      Monet and Ever were inspecting their own tattooed arms with the same perplexed curiosity.

      “This mark is permanent, and will guard you when your mental faculties are taxed,” Cleopatra began. “It is my hope that this mark of the New Egyptian coven will protect you when you enter the Great Pyramid. It is my hope that it changes the future.”

      “W-W-What do you mean?” Azure asked.

      Cleopatra exchanged a cautious look with Chibale before saying, “Cap saw a future where the three of you didn’t make it out of the pyramid alive. We sought a way to change the future. This was done both to unite us and to protect you.”

      Azure wanted to say thank you, but the knowledge that her demise had already been seen stole the words from her mouth. Instead she nodded her acceptance, her eyes running over the new tattoo, which felt tender and strange upon her arm.
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        * * *

      

      “A little heads-up on the cult initiation would have been nice,” Monet said, tearing into a chicken drumstick.

      “I don’t see how I could have done that,” Gran said, reclining in the chaise lounge.

      “You did sit by and watch as we writhed in pain,” Azure complained, picking at her chickpea salad, suddenly not hungry.

      “I knew that your pain would make you stronger.” Gran pointed to the tattoo on her arm. “You lost your soul stone, but now you have that tattoo, which has many of the same qualities. It’s an extra source of power. All of you are better off for going through the ceremony, which I hope you realize was an honor. Wouldn’t you say, Gillian?”

      The gnome combed his hand over his chin, an extra quietude about him. “Yeah, sure.”

      “What’s getting to you, little guy?” Monet asked.

      Gillian looked up like he’d just been startled back to reality. “In the vision the seer saw, Azure was overpowered by Khufu. Other things happened to Ever and Monet, but—”

      “Wait, don’t just glaze over the details of our deaths,” Monet interrupted.

      “But,” Gillian repeated adamantly, “it’s entirely possible that Khufu overpowered Queen Azure because she gave up her wand to free Bob. I really can’t advise you to do such a thing,” he shook his head at her.

      Azure nodded, knowing the move would put her in danger. “I don’t see another way, though. I need to free Bob first. Afterwards, things will be too hectic; we might be on the run. What if I can’t get back into the pyramid?”

      Gillian clasped his hands together and pressed them to his mouth, ruminating. “I understand, I just don’t like it.”

      “That’s what the tattoos are for,” Azure argued. “Hopefully, they’ll help to protect us.”

      “They are a safety net, but they aren’t foolproof,” the Gnome stated.

      Azure caught Gran’s gaze. “What do you think I should do?”

      The old witch pursed her lips, drawing in a breath. “You know I can’t tell you what to do. I can worry, and Merlin knows I’ve done my fair share of that. I don’t like how things are stacking up for this mission, but I have to trust that in your heart you’ll make the right decision. We don’t live our children’s lives for them. Instead, we teach them the best we can, so when it’s time, they can survive on their own.”

      Azure ran her fingers over the fresh tattoo, and caught the meaningful expression in Ever’s eyes. It reflected exactly how she felt at her core. She was vulnerable, and she’d have to make sacrifices for this mission. However, if she didn’t try, the guilt of her failure would be her undoing. Not the vampires.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Monet leaned over his spellbook, sweat beading on his forehead from the heat of the nearby flames. He’d pored over every single potion recipe, but hadn’t found anything that could substitute for the missing ingredients in the antidote. Finnegan might have known something about the extinct herbs, but since he was a bloodthirsty vampire, he was probably not going to be much help. The wizard was completely lost, buried away in an unmapped world, seemingly with no way in or out.

      “Did it hurt?” Blisters interrupted at his back.

      Monet jumped, having been locked in deep concentration.

      Most were preparing or resting for the mission, but Monet couldn’t sit still, knowing that the cure for vampirism was right here in front of him. Most of the ingredients were things he had onhand—not that most wizards would, but he traveled with over six hundred herbs, ‘just in case’. And he had the bats: the seemingly hardest ingredient in the recipe to obtain. He’d already drained them of their blood. But no matter how intently he studied and searched, he couldn’t find a way to replace the snap root, mum flower and coddle weed.

      “Did what hurt?” he asked, scowling at the little unicorn. After catching the melancholy look on his face, Monet’s harsh expression evaporated.

      Blisters was still down, looking for his role in this whole thing. Most would have run away from such an adventure, but Blisters was depressed that he didn’t have a bigger purpose. Monet had to give it to the runt. He had heart.

      Blisters’ eyes rested on the fresh tattoo that encircled Monet’s arm, a braid of thorny vines. It wasn’t as pretty as the braided ropes that Azure now sported, but it was cooler than Ever’s row of stone. “The tattoo; did it hurt when you got it?” the unicorn asked, nodding at his arm.

      “Nah, I was just screaming bloody murder because I like the attention,” Monet joked, unable to control himself.

      “I do that sometimes,” Blisters concurred. Then he held up his front leg. It appeared he’d drawn a band around it with a marker. “It didn’t hurt at all when Manx did this. Tickled a little, but now I look like you all.”

      “How did Manx do that? He doesn’t have opposable thumbs,” Monet asked.

      “We just hold the marker in our mouths,” Blisters explained. “I tried to give him a tattoo, as well, but it wouldn’t show up, no matter what form he took.”

      “Yeah, black on black doesn’t work.” Monet turned back to his spellbook, flipping to the index. It was impossible for him to believe that he had the cure for vampirism, but couldn’t make it.

      “What’s in the cauldron?” Blisters asked, sniffing the smoke that was wafting off the bubbling pot of liquid.

      “So you’re still here,” Monet said under his breath, skimming one of the pages listing herb conversions.

      “Yeah, the queen mother sent me to assist you after I spilled orange juice on her chaise lounge,” Blisters said. “She said that she heard you calling my name, although I couldn’t hear a thing when I tried. Anyway, were you looking for me?”

      Monet shook his head, pulling out the potion recipe Gillian had copied for him from the Book of the Dead. “It must have been Ever. Go fetch him.”

      “Actually, he and the queen are taking a nap, and Gran said if I bugged them, she’d pluck my hair from my head.” Blisters rocked back on his heels and set his front hooves on the table beside the giant cauldron, peering into it. Bluish liquid bubbled inside the iron pot.

      “Gran is probably hoping you’ll disobey her. She’s been looking for any reason to get ahold of unicorn hair,” Monet said, reading the last section of the instructions.

      When complete, the antidote would turn a burgundy shade and have the consistency of wine. That definitely wasn’t what his current potion looked like.

      Stupid missing crucial ingredients.

      “I don’t see why she’d want my hair,” Blisters said, turning his face away from the fumes that drifted in his direction and made his eyes water. “I like her purple hair; I don’t think she’d look good with my rainbow mane.”

      Monet gave the unicorn an annoyed look. “She doesn’t want to wear your hair. It’s just an ingredient for a youth potion and an immortality spell.”

      “Oh, right.” Blisters laughed. “I forget that every part of me contains the essence for healing, longevity and the elixir of life. It’s been a long time since unicorn school.”

      Monet dropped his potion recipe on the table, spinning to face Blisters. “Wait! What did you say?”

      Blisters gave Monet a bemused look. “I said, ‘Oh right.’ Then I sort of giggled—”

      Monet shook his head. “No, the last part.”

      Not waiting for an answer, Monet flipped through his spellbook, finding the section on unicorns. It listed all the uses for their parts, including the hair and horn. Centuries ago, the creatures had been hunted by those seeking to make immorality spells containing unicorn horn. Later it was discovered that the mane or tail could be used for the same purpose, though it wouldn’t be as potent. The hair would never grow back, but the unicorn wouldn’t die or lose its magic.

      “Monet, why are you looking at me like that?” Blisters asked, waking the wizard from his thoughts.

      Monet realized he’d been eagerly eyeing the unicorn’s mane. “Blisters, I think I have an idea for how to replace the ingredients we don’t have.”

      “What?!” Blisters beamed. “That’s incredible!”

      Monet teetered his head back and forth. “It will be incredible, if it works, which I can’t guarantee without trying it first.”

      “If it will save those in Virgo and New Egypt, it’s worth trying!” Blisters’ blue eyes shone brightly.

      “I agree, but I’m going to need your help,” Monet said cautiously.

      “Me?!” Blisters exclaimed. “Are you serious? I get to help with the antidote? That’s the best news ever. What do you need me to do? Stir, chant, do a little dance?”

      “I’m going to need your mane,” Monet said, cringing a bit at the look of horror that sprang to Blisters’ face.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure, but there’s only one way to find out.”

      “Can I just give you a few strands of my mane?” the unicorn asked.

      Monet shook his head. “I’m afraid that the potion can’t be made in small batches, hence this large cauldron. Otherwise, I would be doing test batches to try different alternative ingredients.”

      “But my mane…it won’t grow back,” Blisters said shakily.

      “Well, it could be your tail,” Monet suggested.

      A gasp fell from Blisters’ mouth. “You shut your mouth, Monet Torrance.”

      “Okay, not the tail, then.” He eyed the potion and then Blisters. “It’s a risk. I get it. And you don’t have to do it… but I think that unicorn hair could be the replacement for the three missing ingredients.”

      “Do you think I’ll look cute without my mane?” Blisters asked.

      “I think that you’ll look handsome, and if you save everyone, you’ll definitely be considered the most noble unicorn ever,” Monet assured him.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t know what this is about,” Manx said, trotting in goat form beside Gran and Azure as they hurried for Monet’s quarters. “He just told me to fetch you two. Although, I won’t repeat what he called you…unless you want me to repeat those nasty names.”

      “Stop trying to incite trouble,” Azure scolded.

      “Order us to come and see him.” Gran shook her head. “Monet seriously has a death wish.”

      Azure froze when she turned the corner into Monet’s room. “Blisters! What…?”

      The unicorn turned, his head hanging low. His mane of shiny, rainbow hair had been chopped off, leaving him with a flat-top. “Monet cut off my hair.”

      Gran let out a loud noise of protest. “Monet Torrance! What is the meaning of this? Have you lost your tiny brain?”

      Azure stared between Blisters and Monet, trying to make sense of the violation. The wizard’s attention was half-distracted as he stirred a cauldron. As queen of Virgo, Azure had a lot of influence, but she couldn’t fix this.

      “Monet! The council will come after you, there’s nothing I can do.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said, bending low and fanning the fumes from the cauldron up to his nose. “They’ll imprison me for the offense. Let them try.”

      “You’re not taking this seriously,” Gran stated, her voice shrill. “Cutting off a unicorn’s mane is illegal.”

      “I told him he could,” Blisters interjected.

      “That doesn’t matter,” Azure explained. “It’s illegal to cut off any part of a unicorn and use it for any purpose.”

      “I think they’ll let this one slide.” Monet ladled a bit of the potion into a round bottle, shaking it back and forth to study its consistency.

      The liquid sloshed like a glass of Chianti.

      “Monet!” Azure yelled again, getting his attention. “Are you going to tell us what’s going on here?”

      He turned, brandishing a smile and holding the potion proudly. “Yeah. Thanks to Blisters, and my incredible brilliance, I’ve created the antidote for vampirism.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The Great Pyramid of Giza stood as untouched by the years and elements as the Sphinx. The magic on Oriceran had preserved the structures, whereas the originals on Earth were crumbling, wasting away due to the cruel desert winds and pollution.

      Azure pulled her chin up, unable to fathom the sheer size of the pyramid. It was hard to believe that even magic had made such a monument. The structure was truly a marvel.

      “Where’s the queen cat?” Monet asked at her side.

      She cut her eyes at him. “If you piss off the last reigning monarch of New Egypt, and she doesn’t help us, I’m going to demote you to court jester.”

      “And that would be different from his present position how?” Ever asked from her other side.

      Chibale turned around, looking furious. “Now is not the time for banter and jokes.”

      The figure of Cleopatra sprang up from the sand, appearing out of nowhere. “Chibale, now is precisely the time for them to relax a little. A tense soldier will hesitate, risking his very life. The relaxed warrior sees everything in slow motion, acting at exactly the right time.”

      Monet nodded approvingly, leaning over and whispering to Azure, “I kind of like this ancient queen. Too bad she doesn’t have a real body.”

      “Well, she does, but you’d have to transform into a cat to make the relationship work,” she whispered back.

      “If Oak can turn a dragon into a person, surely we can make you into a feline,” Ever mused.

      “For true love,” Monet said, “I make no sacrifices. I like my manly body too much.”

      Azure pretended to look him over. “Manly? Is that what you’re calling that lanky, pasty form?”

      “I’m ready to open the temple,” Cleopatra said before Monet could retort. She pressed her hand against a large stone that was recessed into the base.

      Azure tensed. The joking hadn’t put to rest the nerves that were bumbling around inside her chest. She eyed the tattoo on her forearm, hoping it really would change the future. She didn’t want to die. More than that, she couldn’t become a vampire—it would be the worst end for her, for anyone with magic. That was exactly why she had to risk her life to end the epidemic.

      The stone beside Cleopatra’s hand rumbled, but, to Azure’s relief, the rest of the pyramid stayed still and quiet.

      As advised, they’d waited until the middle of the night, in hopes that the vampires were stalking the city for prey.

      Azure double-checked her hip for the Orc knife. It was still the best defense against the vampires. They had their magic, the knife and a few doses of the antidote, but they still didn’t know if the potion worked.

      The stone creaked and slid to the side. Blisters, frightened by the loud roar that spilled out of the blackness in front of them, pressed into Azure’s leg.

      “It’s okay,” she encouraged, peering down at the unicorn who actually looked cuter without his long mane.

      “Well, maybe it’s okay,” Monet said.

      Cleopatra turned to the group. “It’s open. Now the rest is up to you.” She dropped into her cat form and disappeared into the blackness.

      “Queen Azure, we must set off for the king’s chamber. It might take a while to find,” Chibale ordered.

      Azure had purposely waited to tell Chibale that she had other plans in the pyramid besides waking the king, guessing there’d be an argument. “Actually, I have a quick errand to run first. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Queen Azure, I can’t allow that,” Chibale protested. “There’s too much riding on this.”

      Azure caught Ever’s eyes. She knew he didn’t want her to risk her life and lose her wand for Bob, but he also knew she was stubbornly set on it. “I’ll meet you there,” she repeated.

      Chibale just shook his head before ducking inside the Great Pyramid of Giza.

      Azure gave Ever a tentative look before casting a glance at Blisters and Manx. “You three stay together. Protect Chibale. We’ll catch up with you as soon as we can.”

      The new couple had already said everything of importance at the Sphinx, knowing time would be limited now. Still, the look Ever gave her communicated a whole host of emotions, all brimming with caution and fear.

      “Be fast and careful,” Ever said before looking at Monet. “And get her out of there if it gets too dangerous.”

      Monet nodded, thrusting one of the antidotes into Ever’s hand. “Just in case… you know.”

      Ever nodded, closing his fingers around the bottle.
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        * * *

      

      Total blackness wrapped around them when they entered the pyramid. It took Ever’s eyes several seconds to adjust, until finally he could see well enough to make out the cobweb-ridden chamber they were standing in. Three hallways branched in front of them. Chibale eyed the options, his back tense.

      “Where is Cleo?” Ever asked him.

      Chibale shook his head. “I don’t know. She disappeared.”

      “Do you know which one to take?” Azure asked.

      Chibale pointed to the middle hallway. “The pyramid is a maze, full of hundreds of rooms. However, I believe that each of these funnels into one of the three main rooms. That one should lead to the king’s chamber.”

      “And the hallway on the left?” Monet asked.

      “That will lead to the queen’s chamber,” Chibale said, his voice a hush.

      “Then the one on the right leads directly to the Grand Gallery,” Azure deduced, setting off.

      “But why would you want to go there?” Chibale challenged at her back. “That’s a waste of time. We can bypass the Grand Gallery by taking the middle hallway.”

      Azure paused, looking at Chibale over her shoulder. “There’s something I can’t ‘bypass’.”

      For Ever, watching Azure walk off into what they knew from the seer to be mortal danger was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. However, they were in charge of their future now, already having changed the course of events. In Cap’s vision, Monet hadn’t created the antidote, because Blisters hadn’t had a reason to pester him to show off the fake tattoo.

      Each event was changing the future; hopefully that meant they lived in this version.

      “Come on,” Ever said to Chibale. “You might still have your work cut out for you once we get to the king’s chamber.”

      The hesitant look in Chibale’s eyes told Ever that he didn’t want to face what they’d find there. If vampires were in the pyramid, it was because Ata had awoken Khufu. That meant that the great wizard was still somewhere in this dusty pyramid, and who knew what he would do when confronted by his traitorous brother?
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        * * *

      

      “And we’re lost,” Monet said, turning and hitting a dead end.

      “We’ll just backtrack,” Azure said, her nose itchy from the mold and dust in the dark hallways.

      “Where do you think the vampires hang out?” her friend asked, following her as she took the corridor back to where it had split.

      “Well, Chibale said there are hundreds of rooms, so I guess they have options.” She took the other hallway, taking them in a new direction.

      A revolting smell made them both cover their noses. Azure sucked in a small sip of air through her mouth. “Wow, what the hell?”

      “We’re in a billion-year-old pyramid,” Monet said through the cracks between his fingers. “I’m guessing it hasn’t been cleaned in a while.”

      “No,” the queen said softly, holding up her wand for light. “That’s not the smell of dust. That’s the smell of rot.”

      A loud scratching noise echoed above them. They tore their gazes upward as dust and rock rained down. Covering her head, Azure bolted forward, fearful that the ceiling was about to cave. A stone, much like the door they’d come through, slid down from the ceiling, neatly fitting in between the two walls and blocking the way they’d come from.

      “Fuck, I hate when that happens,” Monet said, turning his wand in the direction opposite the long hallway.

      Azure pressed in tight to him, as a figure stepped out of the shadows and into the light cast by their wands.

      “Well, I think we found what stinks,” she said, staring at the ancient mummy standing only ten yards away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The group passed many doors, which Chibale ignored. He’d walked with purpose, not hesitating whenever they’d approached a split.

      “How do you know where you’re going?” Ever finally asked him.

      Chibale paused. “I can feel him.”

      “Your brother?” Ever asked, needing clarification.

      Chibale nodded, staring ahead at four archways that lead in different directions.

      “How do you know he’ll be in the king’s chamber?” Manx the fox challenged.

      “Ata will be with the king, trying to release him,” Chibale explained.

      “He won’t know that you need royal blood of a pure lineage,” Ever guessed.

      “No, as that was revealed only by the Book of the Dead pages. But Ata led the vampires in here, probably thinking that their ignorance would be his key to freedom,” the interim king said, a new confidence in his voice.

      A ghostly groan echoed from the archway on the end, just as Chibale started in that direction.

      “Uhhh…didn’t you hear the murderous grunt coming from that archway?” Manx asked, stuck in place.

      “Yes, but that’s the one that leads to Ata,” Chibale said, charging forward.

      Ever cast a look over his shoulder at Manx and Blisters. “Look alive. We’re fine as long as we stick together.”

      Manx morphed into raven form, flying after Chibale’s retreating back. “I’ll take my chances in the air, rather than on the ground.”

      “Come on, Blisters,” Ever said, waving the shivering unicorn forward. “Follow me.”

      Blisters nodded at Ever’s command and started after him, in the direction of the howling noise.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve got this,” Monet said, pushing in front of Azure.

      He held his wand high, twirled it through the air and pointed it directly at the mummy. Dark bandages covered the monster, except over its eyes, where two green glowing lights stared back at them.

      A red bolt of fire shot from the tip of Monet’s wand and hit the beast squarely in the chest. It rocked backward, catching itself on the neighboring wall. With a snarl, the mummy righted itself, staring at them with a new vengeance.

      “Damn, that would have blasted a house off its foundation,” Monet said breathlessly.

      Azure stared around at the walls trapping them. They were slick and rose up twenty feet to the ceiling. They were pretty literally entombed.

      “Try a paralyzing spell,” she suggested.

      “I thought of that, but paralyzing something that is already dead probably won’t work,” Monet pointed out.

      The mummy lumbered forward, its hands outstretched and its revolting odor overwhelming them.

      “But at this point, we should try just about anything,” Monet said in a mad rush, pointing his wand at the mummy and whispering an incantation.

      A green flame shot from the end of his wand and knocked into the mummy. It froze mid-step.

      “It worked!” Azure rejoiced.

      “We’ll celebrate later.” Monet grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her roughly past the creature, through the narrow hallway.

      Over their running footsteps, Azure heard the mummy grunt. She dared to pause and look back. The monster had unfrozen and, with jerky motions, had turned around, and was standing squarely in the corridor.

      “Okay, so that helped, but not for long,” Monet said.

      “What are we going to do?” Azure asked, discouraged by the ineffectiveness of the usually-strong paralyzing spell.

      The mummy’s bandages tore as its mouth opened wide and let out a scream so deafening, Azure thought it would burst her eardrums. She clapped her hands to her head, pressing against the overwhelming sound that sought to make her ears bleed.

      Small, black bugs began to spill from the mummy’s mouth, flying in their direction.

      “Run!” Monet urged, pulling her away.
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        * * *

      

      “Pssst.”

      Blisters heard an echo behind him, just as he was about to step through the archway after Ever. He froze, every muscle in his body tensing.

      “Pssst,” the noise came again.

      Not here, Blisters thought, trying to will himself forward, though he felt cemented to the ground.

      “I’ve come to finish you,” the voice of Scabs sang through the darkness.

      Blisters took off, his legs propelling him through the archway and into the next room, fleeing from Scabs. The sight he found there filled his stomach with dread.

      The room was circular, and every square inch of the walls were lined with archways. At least a dozen options winked back at him, and, to his horror, his friends were nowhere to be seen.

      “Ever! Manx!” Blisters called out.

      He turned back, but didn’t know which door he’d come through. He spun in a full circle and became instantly disoriented. Not only did he not know where he’d come from, but he was clueless about which archway to take.

      He rotated again, looking at each option for a clue, but they all looked exactly the same.

      Suddenly, one of the archways flickered, and Blisters’ pulse skipped with hope.

      Ever is coming back for me.

      Something moved through the archway. Something dark.

      Scabs stepped forward, into the dim light of the room. “Hello, Blisters. Are you ready for the end?”
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        * * *

      

      The room the group had entered was brighter than the others, its walls lined with gold.

      “It’s pretty spectacular,” Ever said, turning his head to take in the sight. When he didn’t find a unicorn at his back, he spun, panicked. “Blisters? Blisters, where are you?”

      Large columns covered in hieroglyphs ran the length of the room. On the far end was a single archway.

      Manx swooped down, landing on Ever’s shoulder. “I don’t see him in the room.”

      “What?” Ever asked. “How can that be? He was just here.”

      A ghoulish howl echoed behind them, from the other side of the nearest column.

      Chibale’s dark eyes shot to Ever, and he pulled his flail up, holding it menacingly. “Be on guard. An enemy is near.”

      “Did you see anything from the air?” Ever asked Manx.

      “No, nothing,” the raven said. “I was looking for Blisters, but only saw the columns and a small, bright orb.”

      Ever sighed. “That classifies as ‘anything’.”

      “Oh, I guess it does,” Manx said with a squawk, launching into the air to circle overhead.

      Another sound. This one a tearing noise, echoing from behind a different column. Ever and Chibale spun in unison.

      “Show yourself,” Chibale commanded.

      Ever made quick hand movements, pulling from the energy around him. The ancient stones were a massive resource, and he felt a surge of power pool up in him. He threw a force forward, like casting a fishing line. Then he yanked his hand back, and a white orb shot through the pillar, a strange face attached to it.

      “Stooooop!” a voice cried.

      Ever held his hand up high, pinning the enemy in the air.

      It was a transparent figure of a large man. A ghost.

      The apparition covered his face with his hands and wailed loudly. “Don’t hurt me! I’m sorry!”

      “It can’t hurt us,” Chibale said with relief.

      “No, it can’t.” Ever dropped his hand, releasing the ghost. “What were you doing? Who are you?”

      The ghost bounced on the stone, rolling over once before straightening to a standing position in front of them. “I’m Morris, a treasure hunter. Well, I used to be.” He peered down at his milky-white form. “I’m no longer alive, as you can see. I suffocated in one of the chambers at the top, trying to break into the pyramid. The magic here made me into a ghost.”

      “I can see that,” Ever stated, just as Manx landed on his shoulder.

      “I searched the room,” the pooka informed him. “You should know there’s a ghost in here.”

      “Thanks,” Ever said dryly. “Anything else?”

      “Nope, but honestly, I didn’t search very well,” Manx admitted.

      Ever shook his head, focusing his attention back on the ghost. “You were trying to scare us, weren’t you?”

      Morris lifted his arm, appearing to be afraid of retaliation. “Well, I don’t get many visitors. None, really. Not until recently.”

      “You’ve seen the vampires?” Chibale asked. “Are they close by?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen them, but I don’t mess with the monsters,” Morris said with a shiver. “They are scary, and I’m afraid of what they’d do to me.”

      “You’re already dead,” Manx reminded him.

      “So?” Morris asked, fisting his meaty hands on his hips.

      Manx rolled his eyes. “So your reasoning obviously died along with you.”

      “Anyway, the vampires mostly reside on the bottom, three levels down,” Morris said, pointing at the ground.

      “Are there any here right now?” Ever asked.

      “Ummm…I don’t know,” Morris stated nervously. “I guess I could look.”

      “That would be great,” Ever said. “Can you also keep an eye out for our friend, Blisters? We’ve lost him.”

      “How will I know I’ve found him?” the ghost asked.

      Manx laughed. “You can’t miss him, he’s a unicorn.”
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        * * *

      

      Scabs stepped forward, a wicked smile on his face. “Blisters,” he said with a hiss. “Do you know how long I’ve followed you, watching your every blunder?”

      “Not long?” Blisters guessed, backing up and knocking into the stone of two archways.

      “I’ve been following you for years, waiting for the perfect time to make my move,” Scabs growled, stepping in closer.

      “You must have a lot of time on your hands.”

      Blisters’ insides were vibrating, but something else in him was spreading. A strange sensation he’d never felt before.

      “Do you know what a shadow-self gets if they successfully take out their other half?” Scabs asked, a dark glint in eyes.

      “Persistent guilt…?” Blisters guessed.

      A cold laugh fell from Scabs’ mouth. “Not hardly. I’ll be rewarded with incredible strength, power and influence.”

      “Sounds like a lot of responsibility.” Blisters edged to the side, but Scabs pivoted, not letting him out of his sight.

      “When I first found you, I was too curious to take you out,” Scabs began. “I couldn’t understand how my counterpart was such a complete loser. After some time, I even started to feel sorry for you and doubt my mission. But then I got tired of watching you screw up and decided to finally put you out of your misery.”

      Blisters halted. He felt warmth blossom in his chest. “I’m not a loser!”

      “You mess up everything that you touch!”

      Blisters stomped his hoof. “Because of me, witches and wizards will be cured of vampirism.”

      Scabs shrugged indifferently. “Maybe. Or maybe you lost your mane for nothing…loser.”

      The heat in his cheeks overwhelmed Blisters, and he shot forward before he could stop himself.

      Scabs’ eyes widened with shock; he wasn’t expecting to be charged.

      “You take that back!” Blisters yelled, knocking straight into Scabs and sending him to the ground.

      The two unicorns rolled, entangled. They slid through one of the archways into a new room, where lava bubbled up around the perimeter and splashed onto the platform where they stood.

      Blisters broke away from Scabs, who wore an evil grin.

      “What a perfect place to end you,” Scabs said, his eyes glowing red from the reflection of the lava. He leapt forward, his horn down, pointed directly at Blisters.

      Momentarily paralyzed, Blisters held his breath, unsure what to do. Just before Scabs ran into him, he dove to the right.

      Scabs slid past. The evil unicorn threw his hooves down, skidding to a halt before falling over the edge into the deadly lava. He huffed, and steam shot from his nostrils.

      Blisters spun around and darted back through the archway into the room he’d come from. He didn’t stop until he’d sprinted through another doorway into a new room.

      “Oh no!” Blisters squeaked, finding himself in a box-like chamber.

      There were only three full walls—no way out. He turned on the spot, looking for an option.

      Maybe I can just hide out here until Scabs gets lost, he thought. But he gulped when he saw sinister eyes staring back at him from the archway.

      “There’s nowhere to run. Get ready to say goodbye,” Scab said, his voice full of malevolence.

      The evil unicorn raked his hoof across the stone and charged, his black mane rippling in the wind he caused.

      Blisters didn’t tense up this time. Instead he waited, faking the look of fear on his face. When Scabs was about to collide with him, Blisters darted to the side, rolling head over feet.

      Scabs’ horn pierced the wall, where it stayed stuck in the stone. He pushed the wall with his hooves, trying to free himself. “You’ll pay for this! Just wait!”

      Blisters didn’t think waiting was a good idea. Instead, he sprinted through the archway and picked a new room. He halted as soon as he entered it, though, his blood chilling in his veins. He had to remind himself that they were deep inside a pyramid, so everything he was seeing had to be an illusion.

      He trotted on the narrow pathway to the center of the platform, marveling at the sight around him. The platform wasn’t surrounded by lava or walls. Instead, it was suspended high in the air with the kingdom of New Egypt laying below; a representation of the Great Pyramid stood directly beneath him.

      Although Blisters had wings, he didn’t dare try and fly out beyond the platform. He knew a trick when he saw one. He wasn’t granted more than a few seconds to take in the strange views before Scabs materialized in the archway.

      “I’m really getting tired of chasing you, coward,” the shadow-self said, his eyes glowing as he unfolded his black wings. “This is where you die.”

      Scabs obviously thought Blisters was a coward. And the best way to defeat others was to use their judgments against them, Blisters reasoned.

      Scabs scraped his hoof across the stone like a bull about to charge. He lowered his head, his eyes brimming with malice. The evil unicorn shot forward.

      As his shadow-self raced toward him, Blisters feinted to the right. Scabs fell for the trick and darted to the same side. At the last possible moment, though, Blisters reversed, going the opposite direction.

      Scabs, thinking he’d outsmarted Blisters, soared out past the platform. His wings flapped, keeping him up for a moment, but it was clear there was a force pulling him down. Shock covered his face as his wings faltered.

      “What the…” Scabs’ legs scrambled in the air as panic overwhelmed him. He slipped down several inches, like being jerked by an invisible cord. “Help me!” he yelled.

      Blisters hung his head, not enjoying seeing the demise of anyone, even his own enemy. “I can’t, Scabs. You’ve fallen into the oblivion; you’d know that if you’d paid attention in unicorn school. If the sky appears when you’re locked inside a structure on the ground, it’s an illusion disguising the abyss.”

      “Stop talking, dammit, and save me!” Scabs was yanked down several more inches despite his wings flapping rapidly.

      “I can’t, Scabs,” Blisters said mournfully. “You brought this on yourself.”

      “No, no, no!” Scabs screamed.

      Blisters could watch no more.

      He backed up carefully, shaking his head at the wrongness of it all and darted for the archway.
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      Running as fast as they were, Azure thought her feet would fly out from under her. She ran face-first into a thick cobweb and pulled at the silk, trying to clear it away from her mouth and nose as she ran on. A loud crack made her and Monet halt suddenly. The ground shook, nearly knocking them off balance.

      Monet gave her a startled look, and they both turned to find what had made the noise. Like before, a large slab had fallen from the ceiling, blocking off the way they’d come.

      “Finally that worked in our favor.” Monet doubled over, breathing hard.

      “Yeah, but who knows how many more mummies are prowling around this place?” Azure said, swiping the sweat out of her face along with the cobweb.

      “Fortunately, it looks like we accidentally found what we were looking for.” Monet pointed ahead.

      They’d somehow made their way into a narrow staircase that was illuminated by golden light. The blocks that made up the walls were huge and created a strange design up to the ceiling, which was higher up than in the other passages.

      “This is the Grand Gallery,” Azure recognized with a gasp.

      “Yes, and straight ahead is King Khufu’s chamber, and somewhere up there is the room with the altar for the lamp.” Monet indicated up to the ceiling, which was composed of enormous limestone blocks.

      “How can we be so certain?” Azure asked.

      “Because I can feel the space. The perimeter, place of the objects and even the temperature registers when I’m intending to transport into a location,” Monet explained.

      Azure crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Why couldn’t you have just teleported us to this room when we entered the pyramid? Or when we were in the safety of the Sphinx?”

      Monet shook his head, giving her an annoyed look. “It doesn’t work that way, Queeny. I have to either be close enough that I can feel the space, or I have to be intimately familiar with it. Also, you should note that popping around locations isn’t as easy as I make it appear. For example, right now I couldn’t pop over to Virgo without exhausting and potentially killing myself, due to the distance.”

      “Are you going to be able to take me up there?” Azure asked, pointing at the ceiling.

      Monet shrugged. “I’ve never tried to take anyone and I’ve never practiced, since I didn’t want to deplete my reserves.”

      “I don’t like our odds here.”

      Holding out his arm, Monet winked. “There’s only one way to find out. Ready to feel your brain pulled through your nose?”

      Azure laughed. “Well, when you put it that way.” She wrapped her arm around Monet’s and closed her eyes.

      A moment later, the two disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Chibale froze when he and his companions entered the next room.

      “Do you know which archway to choose?” Ever asked, indicating the two options standing before them.

      Chibale nodded, his expression hard. “The one on the right leads to the end of the Grand Gallery and straight into the king’s chamber.” His anxiety was palpable.

      “Ata’s your brother,” Ever said, and nothing else.

      He wasn’t good at this kind of stuff. Maybe he could offer sympathy and counseling to Azure, but she was the exception. Usually Ever didn’t concern himself with others’ affairs. That’s how it had been for so long, why he had been so lonely in the Dark Forest.

      “Would you forgive your brother for spelling you, sending you to get lost in the desert and taking your throne?” Chibale asked, his focus pinned on the archway on the right.

      Ever thought about this for a moment, then picked the easy answer. “I don’t have any siblings, so it’s hard for me to say.”

      “He’s your twin brother,” Manx reminded the king, flapping his wings and hovering beside them. “That’s an unbreakable bond.”

      Chibale nodded, but didn’t seem to buy this entirely. “We will find out if you are right, Will-O-Wisp.”

      He’d called Manx by one of his many known names. When the New Egyptians learned of the pooka, they hadn’t welcomed him with open arms. It was considered foolish to trust such a mischievous creature, but Azure had assured them that he’d pledged loyalty to her.

      Although that was true, he still couldn’t quell his very nature, and had played many pranks on the witches and wizards in the New Egyptian coven.

      Chibale took a step forward.

      “Wait! Don’t leave me again!” Blisters cried from behind them.

      Ever turned to find Blisters barreling in their direction, the white transparent form of Morris the ghost floating beside the unicorn.

      “You found him!” Ever said, relieved.

      Blisters nearly ran into the group, skidding to a halt at the last moment.

      “He actually found me,” Morris admitted, doubled over like he was out of breath—although that seemed unlikely, since he was dead.

      “Ever! Manx!” Blisters exclaimed. “I found him, and he tried to kill me, but I was like, ‘no, you big bully,’ and I fought him. Well, not really. I mostly ran away, but he got sucked into oblivion because he’s not that smart, and now he’s dead.”

      Manx gave Ever a sideways look before turning his attention back to Blisters. “That’s lovely. Now who the hell are you talking about?”

      Blisters gawked, his eyes large. “Scabs. Who else would I be talking about?”

      “Well, we’re in an ancient pyramid with vampires and ghosts, so pardon my confusion,” Manx stated dully.

      “You believe me, don’t you?” Blisters asked Ever, looking up at him with an uncertain expression.

      “Er…” Ever didn’t know what to say.

      “Did you see this?” Manx asked the ghost, who was bobbing around, seemingly bored.

      “What?” Morris startled. “See what? No, I just floated through the unicorn a moment ago.”

      “Without proof, we can’t believe your story. Sorry,” the pooka chimed.

      “Proof!” Blisters yelled, fury flaring on his face. “I can’t give you that. Scabs got sucked into the abyss, and I’m not going in there to get him because it will kill me, and that’s not worth you believing me.”

      “Blisters, you shouldn’t worry about what we think,” Ever stated. “If you avenged yourself, that’s all that matters. You should be proud.”

      “But I want—” Blisters’ eyes widened with shock. He whipped his head around, circling, like trying to catch his tail.

      “What is it?” Ever asked.

      “Something is wrong,” he said, halting and staring down at his hooves. The little unicorn’s body began to vibrate.

      “Oh no!” Morris exclaimed fear covering his face. He slipped down through the stone and disappeared.

      “Blisters, are you okay?” Manx called, circling around his head.

      “I don’t know,” he answered, his voice shaking.

      His legs shot up, and Blisters grew until he was the size of an average unicorn. The change was almost instantaneous, and a second later, Blisters was staring down at the group with a regal look covering his face.

      “What just happened?” Manx asked, shifting into fox form and scurrying around Blisters’ legs, looking him over.

      “He evolved,” Chibale said calmly. “He’s gotten access to a new source of strength and power, which has enhanced him.”

      “I got rid of my shadow-self!” Blisters exclaimed, but his usually squeaky voice was now deep and commanding. “I told you all that, but you didn’t believe me. Now, you have no choice but to realize that what I said is true.”

      Manx gave Ever a cautious look. “He’s going to be impossible now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      A force tore at Azure’s insides, and she felt like it was trying to split her atoms. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Just when she thought she’d burst in this chasm of darkness, she exploded into a small room. When her feet hit the ground, she bit her tongue, making her yelp.

      “Told you. It hurts like a bitch,” Monet said, releasing his hold on her.

      “Damn, that doesn’t feel natural.” Azure shook her head, trying to dispel the dizziness.

      Bob spilled out of the lamp in Azure’s bag, hovering in front of the pair. “When you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, maybe we can get to business.”

      Azure’s eyes adjusted to find they were standing in a box-like room with no door. Firelight flickered off the walls from torches that lined the room. At the far end was a stone altar with strange statues perched next to it.

      As they neared, Azure realized the statues were of genies, standing with their arms extended. On their wrists, they wore shackles, the chains broken and dangling.

      “Looks like we found the right place.” Azure pulled the lamp from her bag.

      “How is someone supposed to get in here without transporting? There are no doors.” Monet wondered, studying the room.

      “There are portals by the entrance to the pyramid and located throughout,” Bob stated matter-of-factly.

      “How do you know that?” Azure asked.

      “There was a map when we entered the pyramid,” Bob explained. “While you were all busy chatting, I slipped out of the lamp and studied it.”

      “And you didn’t think it was necessary to share this shortcut with us?” Monet asked.

      Bob stroked his chin. “Honestly, I forgot.”

      Monet gave Azure a stern expression. “Seriously, just say the word, and I’ll take us out of here. You don’t have to sacrifice your wand for this jerk.”

      Azure shook her head. “If there are portals, we should take those out. I don’t want you draining all your energy. And we’ve come this far, let’s just go ahead and free the ungrateful genie.”

      “Yes, I’d appreciate that very much,” Bob stated, his head resting on his hand.

      Azure set the lamp on the altar, but it didn’t stay there for more than a second before rising into the air.

      “Neat!” Monet chirped.

      “Oh, I’m floating,” Bob said, sounding fearful. “I’m afraid of heights.”

      Monet withdrew his wand and pointed it at the genie. “When we set you free, I’m going to kill you.”

      “You can’t!” Bob exclaimed. “Killing a liberated genie is against the law. As a bound genie, I have no rights. But once I’m free, according to the rules and sanctions that govern the genies and the masters they serve, harming a liberated genie is a punishable offense. That, as well as a list of hundreds of other crimes, is how one finds themselves imprisoned in a lamp and a servant for eternity.”

      Monet turned to Azure, giving her a cold look. “He just admitted that he’s a murderer. That’s how he got himself in that lamp.”

      “I did no such thing!” Bob yelled. “I can’t remember the offense that got me my sentence, but it wasn’t murder. It was something trivial like pilfering, graffiti, or attempting world domination.”

      Azure sighed. “I get that he’s done something wrong, and he’s a huge pain in the ass, but the old laws of New Egypt that enslaved him are bogus. No one should be punished for eternity.”

      “Fine,” Monet acquiesced, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Let’s do this, then. I want to see what Bob’s feet look like.”

      Azure steadied her wand hand, pulling in a breath.

      She remembered the morning she woke up to find that Mage Lenore had delivered her wand. That was eighty-five years ago. Soon, it would be she herself delivering those wands to young witches and wizards.

      Forcing herself back to the present moment, Azure pushed away the fond thoughts of the wand in her hand. She tightened her fingers around it, saying a silent goodbye. Then her hand shot forward, and the wand morphed, growing wide in her fingers. The experience reminded her of when she’d harvested the Howling Willow.

      The blade of the sword sank easily into the lamp. A radiant light shone from the areas between the materials, bathing the room in a shimmering gold.

      Azure released her hand from the sword, and the lamp clattered to the altar, then rolled off, landing on the ground. The sword shrank back down into the shape of her wand.

      Bob shot up to the ceiling, screaming madly. He covered his head as he plummeted back down, landing hard on the altar. A high-pitched howl volleyed out of his mouth as he hugged himself.

      “Bob!” Azure yelled. “Are you alright?”

      The genie’s screaming was suddenly full of laughter. Smiling wide, he rocked back and forth, kicking his legs. “I’m free! Finally! Joyous day.”

      “I think he’ll be alright, although I’m hoping that the fall caused him brain damage,” Monet said sweetly.

      Fire erupting from the lamp stole their attention. It burned hot and filled the room with smoke. Azure shielded her face from the flames that rose, burning blue in the center. Then the lamp glowed red and popped, and the fire disappeared.

      “Hey, look.” Monet pointed to the pile of ashes where the lamp had been seconds before.

      “Is that…?” Azure fanned the smoke away, trying to discern what lay nestled in the ashes.

      She reached out, hesitating briefly. Her curiosity and unbridled hope got the better of her, though, and she plunged her fingers into the silky dust. It was strangely cool. Azure’s heart tightened when her hand wrapped around a familiar object. She lifted her wand triumphantly into the air.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, eyeing it. The wand was unharmed by the fire, unlike the destroyed lamp.

      “Maybe it’s about to explode,” Monet warned.

      “Or maybe,” Bob said, drawing out the words. “The only way to free a genie is to be willing to lose something in exchange.”

      “How do you know that?” Azure asked, wondering if this was another bit of information the genie had withheld.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know anything. It’s only a guess. But it makes sense.”

      Monet combed his hands through his hair. “The genie, or whatever he is now, does make a good point. You didn’t have to lose your wand for the ritual to work, you only had to believe you would.”

      Bob slid off the altar, testing his bare feet with the first step. His legs wobbled, and he stumbled forward.

      Azure rushed to him, catching his arm. “Easy, now. You’ve been floating around for a long time. Walking might take a while.”

      He stared at her and suddenly didn’t look at all like himself. There was a deep conviction in his gaze, and he appeared lost in a trance. “Thank you, Queen Azure. You freed me and were willing to lose your wand to do it.”

      Azure blushed, pulling her hand away from Bob’s hairy arm when he appeared stable enough. “You’re welcome. I’m grateful I didn’t lose my wand, but if I had, it would have been worth it. I don’t know how you got yourself into that lamp, but I hope you spend the rest of your mortal life doing something that contributes to Oriceran.”

      Bob lifted his chest proudly. “I plan to, starting right now. You were my last master, and you have one wish remaining. I would be happy to grant it before we part.”

      Azure blinked, not expecting this turn of events.

      A last wish! Her mind raced with possibilities. She knew Bob couldn’t make the vampires go away or save her people. There were too many restrictions in the genie bylaws.

      Finally, something Azure had contemplated on a lot lately popped into her head.

      “Bob, can you make someone happy? Like really happy?” she asked.

      He smiled, his mustache bristling. “You want more happiness? You’re already the happiest master I’ve ever served.”

      “No, it’s not for me,” she explained.

      Bob’s smile faltered, and he shook his head. “Even still, I cannot give someone a lifetime of happiness. All I can offer is an opportunity for happiness. A potential, if you will.”

      Azure beamed. “That will work. For my last wish, I ask that you bring real happiness to Monet’s life.”

      “What?” Monet shot forward, gripping Azure’s arm. He turned her around, his face lined with worry. “No! That’s a waste. Don’t wish for that.”

      “Too late,” Bob said, crossing his arms and nodding once. “Your wish, Queen Azure, is my command.”

      Azure smiled unabashedly at Monet. “It’s the only request that truly made sense. You do so much for everyone else, even if most don’t know it, and I know that you’re not the selfish asshole you pretend to be. You, more than anyone I know, deserve to be happy.”

      “I am happy, Azure,” Monet implored.

      “I know you are, but now you can be happier,” Azure explained. “You spend so much of your time helping me and serving Virgo. You should have something really special in your life.”

      “Is this about me getting married and having little witches and wizards? Because that isn’t for me.”

      “The beauty of the wish is that whatever will make you happy will find you,” Azure said.

      “Ugh. Fine,” Monet said, a smile breaking through the tough expression he was trying to maintain. “Thank you. That was such a sweet gesture that I’m slightly nauseous now.”

      “I think I might throw up, too. But you’re absolutely welcome.” Azure slid her arms around Monet, and for the first time in a long time, he allowed her to hug him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Now that you’re not fun-sized anymore, you take up a lot of room,” Manx said, negotiating for space beside Blisters as they moved through the short corridor that would lead to the king’s chamber.

      “Says the pooka who regularly shifts into stallion form when we’re in small quarters,” Ever said over his shoulder.

      “I only do that to be inconvenient,” Manx said in fox form.

      Blisters picked up his hooves, prancing nobly, a new grace to his movements. “I would stay behind to grant you all more space, but if you run into trouble, you’ll be happy to have me at your aid.”

      Ever halted, giving the unicorn a bewildered expression. “If I hadn’t watched the transformation happen, I wouldn’t believe you were the real Blisters.”

      “What do you mean?” Blisters asked, his voice deep. “The only thing that’s changed about me is my size.”

      Ever decided against arguing, and only nodded.

      “If you three wouldn’t mind, we need to enter the king’s chamber,” Chibale said, his voice full of tension.

      “After you, backstabber,” Manx urged.

      The look on Chibale’s face reeked with frustration. He let out a heavy breath and faced the stone door in front of him, each of his movements unhurried. With a flick of his flail, the door creaked and receded a few inches before sliding into the wall. Chibale ducked, heading straight into the strangely plain chamber.

      A tomb sat in the middle of the room, and beside it stood a man who looked exactly like Chibale, and a woman who was identical to Nefertiti. Not much had changed in Nenet’s appearance since Ever had seen her turn into a vampire, though she was paler and had a deep sadness in her green eyes—one of which held her soul mark.

      The two brothers’ eyes locked. Ata’s hands drew into fists by his side. For the first time, Ever witnessed Chibale slump his shoulders, a rare admission of defeat showing through the gesture.

      No one said anything or dared to even move for several seconds.

      Then, in a blur, Nenet sprang forward, tearing in Chibale’s direction with her fangs extended, and her hands reaching for him.

      Ata held up his crook and made the slightest movement. The witch froze mid-step, no part of her moving but her eyes as they shifted back and forth with urgency.

      Ata paid his brother no mind as he strode over and stood directly in front of Nenet. “You must show more restraint, or I’ll have to keep you still. Is that clear?”

      Nenet, apparently having played this game before, blinked once.

      Ata nodded his satisfaction to this simple gesture and slashed the air with his crook. Nenet stumbled forward a step, from the momentum she’d had before she was frozen, but caught herself.

      Ata protectively put his back to her, facing the rest. “We will get to the matter of your presence here in a moment. Firstly, I must apologize for Nenet’s rashness. It’s in her nature now, you see. I’m protected by Cordelia and Hamilton, but there is nothing to help her show restraint with you.”

      “Maybe there is.” Ever stepped around Chibale, handing Ata the potion bottle Monet had given him.

      “What’s this?” Ata asked.

      “That,” Ever said, pointing, “is the antidote for followers; it’s untested. Nenet, you would be the first to try it.”

      The vampire’s large, almond shaped eyes widened. “A cure. The queen was able to find a cure?”

      “Just as she promised you,” Ever stated. “If you’re willing, take it now, before you lose control.”

      Nenet did appear to be close to attacking, her pupils dilated and brow sweating. Ever didn’t think he’d been closer to death than he was right then, standing squarely in front of a vampire. But he’d seen Ata freeze her and trusted that he could get away if the need arose.

      Pulling the cork off the potion, Ata sniffed. “Unicorn mane,” he said, sounding impressed.

      “Thanks to the sacrifice of Blisters,” Ever explained, casting a hand in the unicorn’s direction.

      “This could work,” Ata said to Nenet, handing her the potion.

      Her large, tragic eyes didn’t appear ready to accept such a hope. “If it doesn’t, you must remember our agreement. I can’t go on like this.”

      “You have my word,” Ata agreed.

      Nenet took the potion and didn’t hesitate before pressing it to her lips and throwing back her head, draining the bottle. All eyes were glued to her as she lowered the bottle and blinked down at the ground.

      “How do you feel?” Ata asked.

      Nenet lifted her chin, like waking from a daze. “I feel…” Her eyelids closed for a long beat. When they opened, her frame dipped to the side with exhaustion.

      Ata grabbed her just before she fell to the stone ground, passing out in his arms.

      “The potion is untested,” Ever repeated in a rush. “We had no way to predict the effects.”

      Ata carefully set Nenet against the wall, checking her over before turning back to the group. There was a pure confidence in his movements that made him different from his brother; whereas Chibale displayed superiority, Ata possessed poise.

      “It appears that the results are still unclear,” he said. “Nenet seems to be sleeping, which is a good sign. We won’t know more until she wakes up.” Not at all curious about anyone else in the room, he took a step forward, putting himself directly in front of his brother.

      They seemed to study each other for several seconds, before Chibale said, “I’m not sure an apology would be enough for what I’ve done. However, I’ve come to rescue you, if that proves anything.”

      Ata flexed his jaw. “There is no rescuing me as long as Cordelia and Hamilton have control. If they order me to kill you, I will be powerless to fight them. I’ll have to do it.”

      “That’s why we are here. We’re going to rescue you from them and wipe out their brood,” Chibale said, but he didn’t sound as self-assured as he should.

      Ever cast a tentative glance over his shoulder. Where are Azure and Monet? They need to get here before things get out of control.

      “You spelled me,” Ata said, his voice neutral, and his face expressionless. “Have you enjoyed your time as king?”

      Chibale dropped his chin, dragging in a low breath. “No. Ata, I made a grave error in pursuit of my own selfish desires. I’m not worthy of your forgiveness, but still I seek it, brother. Our people are anxious for your return and crave your leadership.”

      “If the roles were reversed, what would you need to resolve this? Would you be able to forgive me?” Ata asked.

      Chibale whipped his head up, his brow wrinkling, making different designs with the tattoos lining that part of his head. “Of course. Without a doubt. You are my brother. My twin. Being mad at you would be a punishment to my own soul. What I do to you, I also suffer from. I realized that after my betrayal. I lost myself when I lost you.”

      A strange smile formed on Ata’s face. “Then you know what I’m going to say next, don’t you, brother?”

      Chibale held up his flail. “That if I can forgive myself for my wrongdoings, you’ll have forgiven me.”

      Ata lifted his crook in the air, making an X with his brother’s. “Yes, those were my exact words.”
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        * * *

      

      Never before had Ata seen the look of sorrow in Chibale’s eyes. It was a self-inflicted pain that had the power to do great harm if not quelled.

      Something over his brother’s shoulder caught Ata’s attention. Beside the unicorn and fox, a light flickered. It was an unnatural phenomenon and one that immediately made him tense. He readied his crook, just before two figures appeared—a witch and wizard from Virgo, based on their colorful hair.

      “Azure, you made it!” the Light Elf said, relief filling his tone.

      Ata lowered his crook, turning to his brother. “Are these friends of yours?”

      “Yes, this is Queen Azure. She is how we’re going to release King Khufu,” Chibale stated, holding a hand out to the blue-haired witch.
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        * * *

      

      Traveling through the portal hurt far less than teleporting, but it was still disorienting. Azure scanned the room, taking note of the twin wizards, Nenet passed out, and the giant unicorn—

      “Who is that? And where is Blisters?” Azure asked, pointing at the unicorn.

      “Queen Azure, it’s me,” the unicorn said, his voice deep and demanding.

      Azure wanted to say, “‘me who’?” but she noticed the unicorn had his mane chopped off just like Blisters, and a different question found its way out of her mouth. “How did this happen?” she asked, realizing as she did so that they didn’t have time for such things. “Nevermind. We’ll get to that later.” She shook her head, hoping there would be a ‘later’.

      “You still have your wand,” Ever observed.

      “Yeah, apparently it was just a little test to free the genie,” Azure said, looking between Chibale and his twin. She didn’t have to wonder which one was Ata—he stood differently than his brother, an undeniable competence in his demeanor.

      “Queen Azure and her council have recovered the pages from the Book of the Dead,” Chibale explained. “From that, we know how to open the king’s tomb.”

      Ata nodded. “That is a relief. I’ve tried everything and have been unable to open it.”

      “There is no way you could have,” Chibale said. “The queen is the only one amongst us with that power.”

      “Then she should do it now,” the true king stated. “Cordelia has summoned me, and time is running out.” He robotically marched past the others, toward the entrance.

      “When? When did they summon you?” Chibale asked, chasing after his brother.

      “I’m connected through a link,” Ata said, continuing forward. “I can’t promise to hold them off, but I’ll try to serve as a distraction. Free the king.”

      When Ata disappeared, Azure rushed over to the king’s tomb, staring down at the large stone slab that sealed it shut. She pulled the Orc’s knife from her robe, aware that everyone was staring at her. “Chibale, take Nenet out of here. Head for the exit—”

      “I’m not running,” Chibale challenged. “This is my fight.”

      Azure lowered the knife. “This fight is all of ours, and when I wake the king, the vampires will know of our presence, and you’ll need to battle them—with Nenet passed out, no less. You need to get a head start.”

      Chibale reluctantly nodded, then picked Nenet up and carried her from the chamber.

      “Manx and Blisters, I need you two—”

      “To stay exactly where we are,” Blisters commanded, daring to interrupt her.

      “I was actually going to say ‘to follow behind Chibale’,” Azure argued.

      “That’s not the right course of action,” Blisters stated. “Manx should instead change to stallion form and follow my lead.”

      The pooka shot Azure a tentative look.

      She wanted to argue with the unicorn, but something in his tone made his decision feel like law. She found herself nodding. “Yeah, okay, but be ready to run when it gets time to fight.”

      “That’s not how this will go down, I assure you,” Blisters said, his head held high, eyes brimming with fervor.

      “Right,” Azure sighed, struck by the new Blisters.  “Okay, guys, get ready. I’m about to free the king. He will either save us or kill us.”

      Monet lifted his wand. “As soon as you’ve woken him, I’ll cloak us. It might work.”

      “Against a powerful Egyptian pharaoh?” Ever asked doubtfully. “I’ll be ready to direct him out of the chamber, where he’ll hopefully catch the scent of the founders.”

      Azure swallowed. It wasn’t the best plan, but it was the one they had.

      We can’t defend ourselves against Khufu properly, since we need him whole to destroy the founders. Dammit. Here goes…

      Steadying her breath, Azure pressed the blade to her palm.
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      The blood splattered onto the stone lid, bubbling up like lava. The tomb rumbled, its lid hopping up several inches. A moment later, the pyramid itself rocked, the ground slanting sharply to one side and then another.

      “I don’t like being locked inside a pyramid while it quakes.” Monet eyed the ceiling overhead.

      “At least you can get away by teleporting,” Ever stated, bracing himself on a nearby wall, as the ground rolled beneath their feet.

      “Fat lot of good that does me,” Monet said. His arms were extended to help him keep his balance, and he looked like he was surfing. “I’m not going anywhere while you two are locked in here.”

      Azure wrapped her bleeding hand with a cloth she had stashed in her pocket, watching as her blood traced across the surface of the tomb, spreading out to the four corners. The lid bounced again, this time several inches in the air. The smell that spilled out of the coffin was almost as bad as the mummy’s had been.

      The rumbling in the pyramid stopped, and everything became eerily quiet, as dust sprinkled down from overhead. Azure worried it hadn’t worked, when finally, the lid noiselessly rose several feet above the tomb.

      The group watched with their mouths open. No one moved. The giant lid spun as if it didn’t weigh a ton; it was a hypnotizing show that Azure couldn’t look away from.

      She realized they were being enchanted, and if they couldn’t break free of it soon, they’d be powerless when the king rose from the dark tomb.

      She was only slightly aware of Ever trying to lift his hands, which were visibly shaking. She followed his lead and tried to hold up her wand, but the urge to focus on the giant lid, swiveling end over end in a continuous loop, was too strong.

      Ever’s lips moved, and the words he whispered echoed loudly in the silent space. His face was white from the effort of fighting off the hypnosis. The incantation hit the slab, throwing it against the far wall, where it exploded into a thousand pieces. The rock rained down on the group, making them all seek cover.

      Azure sprinted around the tomb, realizing she had been dangerously close to falling into it and joining the corpse inside. The hypnotism must have drawn her near, bringing her in as a feast for the king.

      She looked around to check on her friends. Ever was still pale. Monet was blinking like he was trying to remember what was supposed to happen next. He didn’t look at all prepared to do a cloaking charm, but Azure couldn’t blame him. Her own head swam like the hypnosis still had its hook in her.

      “Azure and Ever, climb onto Manx,” Blisters ordered. “Monet, you’re on me.”

      Azure was about to argue, when a growl ripped from the tomb, shattering her resolve. She climbed onto Manx’s back, extending a hand to Ever to help him up.

      Manx didn’t seem to have complete control of himself as he rotated to face the door, his feet slipping. He paused. Swayed. His attention pulled in the direction of the tomb.

      A rattling sound echoed from the king’s coffin, and Azure found herself wanting to stay to listen like it was beautiful music. Her head lolled to the side, as sudden exhaustion took over her body. She blinked at the tomb, wishing she were closer to it. A greenish-black hand reached out of the crypt.

      Blackness filled the corner of Azure’s vision, and when she willed herself to look, she wished she hadn’t. Beetles had stormed into the chamber overhead, turning the ceiling black. And yet, she didn’t want to leave the king’s tomb. From the fascinated look on Monet’s face, she guessed he felt the same way, even while sitting atop Blisters.

      The group stared. Like a collision happening in slow-motion, the king rose from his coffin. His skin was black and peeling from his body. In places, his bones were exposed, and his eyes shone a violent red.

      “Who dares wake me?” he growled, his demonic voice the worst thing Azure had ever heard.

      “Run!” Blisters yelled, waking them all from their reverie.

      Manx shook his head, his mane splaying back and forth. He took off, throwing Azure backward into Ever’s chest. He braced her against him as they raced through the Grand Gallery, Blisters and Monet on their heels.
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        * * *

      

      “What took you so long to answer our call?” Cordelia asked Ata, who stood before her, trying to shield his thoughts the best he could.

      “I was working on the spell to open the Sphinx for you,” he lied.

      She gave Hamilton a skeptical look before turning her attention back to their captive. “We have another project for you. I want—”

      A violent tremor knocked Ata off-balance, and he rammed his shoulder hard into the wall. Overhead dust rained down on them as the pyramid continued to shake.

      “What is this?” Cordelia asked, looking straight at Ata.

      He wanted to tell her that he didn’t know, but her power was too great. He had to answer her truthfully. “There’s been an intrusion. Your enemies have come to end you.”

      Cordelia’s eyes flashed red as her fangs slid into place. She cackled, not at all unnerved by the news. “They can try.”

      “I’ll send the brood to block the exit and also go after these intruders,” Hamilton said as he strode out of the room, the tails of his elegant tuxedo flying out behind him.

      “And you, Ata; you will also go after these intruders,” Cordelia ordered. “If you catch any of them, you will kill them. Understood?”

      Ata nodded, although it tore at his soul to comply.
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        * * *

      

      Azure and Ever kept their heads low as Manx raced through the various rooms. Behind them, the king thundered along, moving as fast as a horse. Azure had only dared to look behind them a couple of times, but on each occasion Khufu was closer than when she’d last checked.

      Manx shot into a new room, this one larger than the rest and filled with giant columns.

      “We’re almost to the exit,” Ever stated.

      Azure bent down low, gripping Manx with all her might.

      “Uh! Guys!” Monet yelled, pointing to the far end of the room, where they were headed.

      Hiding half in the shadows were vampires, their eyes full of a vengeful hunger.

      Azure handed the knife to Ever, not taking no for an answer when he tried to decline. “It’s the only weapon we have that will hurt a follower. Everything else will just stall them.”

      Feeling a new connection to her wand, she pulled it out, willing it to extend as it had when she’d stabbed the lamp. With a bright spark, the blade unfolded, hanging heavy at her side as Manx raced. Beside them, Blisters sprinted with his head down and horn pointed dangerously ahead.

      In front of the group, the vampires had created a wall, three deep.

      Monet swirled his wand over his head and pointed it at the crowd, yelling an incantation. Light exploded from the tip, creating a large fireball. It soared through the air, and many of the vampires scattered.

      Manx barreled through the vampires, not deterred by their fangs or reaching hands. Azure was swinging her sword on one side of the horse, slicing into the vampires within her reach and repelling the rest. On the other side, Ever battled the beasts with the knife, each of his attacks bringing a screeching howl, followed by smoke and an explosion of fire. The orc’s knife would make quick work of these vampires, but still, one bite from any of them, and they were doomed.

      A vampire reached for Azure’s foot, trying to pull her off Manx. She slid, her head falling to the side, but she was able to hold on with a loose grip of her legs. She wheeled the sword around, slicing through the abdomen of another vampire. She tried to thrust the tip into the chest of a second vampire as he reached for her arm, but his grip caught her, tugging her several inches off Manx.

      The vampire opened his mouth wide, and venom flecked off his sharp fangs. Caught as she was, Azure couldn’t get the sword back into position.

      A hand grabbed her around the waist, yanking her upright, just as the vampire launched in her direction, catching only air.

      Azure let out a giant breath, realizing she’d nearly been bitten.
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        * * *

      

      Ata felt his connection to Chibale pulsing in his veins. He knew exactly where his twin was as he made his way to the pyramid’s exit. As such, he knew that, against his will, he would catch Chibale. Dread overcame him as he realized he wouldn’t be able to control what happened next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Chibale hid behind a pillar, Nenet cradled to his chest. Vampires lumbered past him, fooled by the cloaking spell. All he had to do was clear two more rooms to the get to the exit. Yes he wanted to stay and fight, but saving Nenet was part of the battle. It would mean the world to Nefertiti to be reunited with the sister she thought was forever lost to her.

      After the vampires were a safe distance away, Chibale shot out from the safety of the pillar and through the open space of the room. He was almost to the archway that led to the next room when he felt the presence.

      “You go no further,” Ata’s voice echoed at his back.

      Chibale froze, hiking Nenet up higher so he wouldn’t drop her. He turned, sensing that his brother wasn’t the same as when he’d left him. He could hear the change in his voice.

      “Ata, I have to get her to safety,” Chibale said, his tone begging.

      Ata lifted his flail with a jerky movement, directing it at Nenet. The witch flew from Chibale’s arms, landing in the corner with a thud. “She is one of the brood. She stays here, or she’ll be dinner for the others,” he said coldly.

      Chibale reached for his crook, brandishing it in front of him. “Don’t do this, Ata. Fight them.”

      The smile Ata flashed was full of pain. “To fight them would be to open my veins, and bleed until I’m dead.”

      “I don’t want to fight you,” Chibale said, both not wanting to harm his brother and knowing that he would be outmatched.

      “I promise to make it swift,” Ata said in gruff voice, slicing his crook through the air with a resounding crack.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you alright?” Azure yelled over the beating of hooves.

      “No bites, I promise,” Ever said.

      Manx nearly slammed into a wall when he made a hard left, and raced through an archway.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” Azure asked the pooka.

      “Yes. Away.  I’m getting away from the blood suckers. And yes, I’m okay, too,” he said between ragged breaths.

      “Your definition of ‘away’ is bad.” From his mount beside them, Monet pointed ahead.

      They were in a long, narrow room lined with torches. On the far end were two archways. In front of one was Cordelia, and next to the other was Hamilton. The two founders stood smugly, a quiet triumph on their faces.

      Manx skidded to a halt, as did Blisters beside him.

      “So nice that you and your friends came to join our little brood,” Cordelia purred, ambling forward, the long train of her gown sliding on the ground behind her.

      Manx and Blisters backed up, retreating the way they’d come.

      “What were you thinking, breaking in here?” Hamilton asked, his lips slightly pursed. “Were you trying to free our wizard? Our hold on him is too strong.”

      “Maybe you thought you could fight us,” Cordelia mused with a delighted laugh.

      “Do you miss the amulet I relieved you of?” Hamilton asked as he caressed his own chest.  “Soon you’ll be one of us, and it won’t matter.”

      The same vengeance Azure had felt when the vampires trespassed into Virgo flooded her, reminding her of what they’d done to her home. “You soulless monsters should have left my people alone. I’ve come to make you pay!”

      She wasn’t even done speaking before Cordelia was flying through the air toward her. Manx reared onto his back legs, and Azure and Ever threw their body weight forward, trying to hold on.

      Hamilton flew after Monet, who shot a bolt of fire at him. Hamilton dodged and trapped Monet in his arms.

      “No!” Azure yelled, watching her friend squirm in the vampire’s grip.

      “Worry about yourself,” Cordelia advised as she flew down, catching Azure’s hands and pinching her fingernails into the queen’s skin.

      “Say goodbye to your immortality,” Hamilton sang over Monet’s shoulder, opening his mouth wide. His fangs glinted in the firelight.

      Azure tried to pull out of Cordelia’s grip, but her attempts were useless. A moment later, Monet yelled.

      Hamilton was hunched over him, sucking his blood, as Blisters appeared frozen.

      “No!” Azure yelled, tears in her throat. She screamed and thrashed, but this seemed to only entertain Cordelia, and the woman laughed.

      Behind her, Azure felt Ever sitting rigidly, obviously under the founders’ mind control.

      They had gotten so close, only to lose it all.

      Azure’s attempts to use her wand were fruitless, with Cordelia’s hands firmly clenched around her wrists, as the vampire simply floated in the air. Tears filled Azure’s eyes as she jerked, throwing all her energy into a fight she’d already clearly lost.

      Blisters had broken out of the mind control and was doing his best to fend Hamilton off, but the vampire seemed to be merely toying with the unicorn.

      Monet lay draped across Blisters’ neck, his body limp. His crimson blood spilled down the unicorn’s white fur in gross contrast.

      A scratching sound drew Azure’s attention from her friend. She couldn’t recall from deep in her consciousness what the noise was connected to—her own end? The loss of her soul?

      “Queen Azure, we intend for you to be like us. Both you and your Light Elf friend,” Cordelia said, her voice overflowing with amusement. “That’s why we’ve saved these for you.”

      With a snap of her fingers, two bats squeaked from a distant corner, flapping their wings. They soared in their direction, their beady, black eyes focused on Azure. They were seconds away from colliding with her and Ever when they startled, rising back up to the ceiling.

      “What are you doing?” Cordelia demanded, yelling at the bats. “Get them!”

      But the bats had retreated, and Cordelia was slow to register the cause of their scare. When she saw, the blush faded from her cheeks and chest.

      “My love!” Hamilton yelled, floating down to the ground to stand on his feet.

      “I see it!” Fear vibrated in Cordelia’s voice.

      Azure spun around. At the far end of the room, King Khufu stood, his red eyes hungry, and retribution oozing off him.

      “Vampires I’m your end!” he yelled.

      Cordelia swung her gaze over her shoulder toward her escape route. She was going to flee, which meant the king would come after Azure and her friends.

      Azure didn’t know how to stop the vampires. She was exhausted and running out of options. With her instinct guiding her, Azure lifted her hand, directing her last bit of energy at Cordelia. “Your time ends now.” The tattoo on her forearm glowed brightly, and from her hand, ropes shot forward, wrapping around the vampire.

      Ever, having also been released from the mind control, copied her movement, extending his hand out toward Hamilton. The likeness of rocks lit up on his skin, and, seconds later, small boulders rained down from overhead, covering the vampire up to the waist.

      “No!” Cordelia cried, trying to fight her restraints.

      The king lumbered forward, drawing closer.

      “Get us out of here!” Azure yelled, and Manx took off, Blisters beside him. Monet was passed out, but Blisters had him, and that’s what mattered most. That, and getting away. Azure turned back just before they leapt through the archway.

      She saw King Khufu swipe his hand at Cordelia, and her binds melt away. The vampire wasn’t granted a second to escape before the pharaoh lifted her into the air by her neck, her legs kicking. He opened his black mouth so wide he could have swallowed a baseball. With a sound like glass continuously breaking, he drew in a large breath that stirred the wind around them.

      Cordelia’s scream filled the air, as the color drained from her body. She writhed and flailed until she was just a statue of crumbling stone. With a loud crack, her body broke apart, her essence carried away with the swirling wind.
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        * * *

      

      Ata was ready to unleash a curse he’d never used, one that would blacken his soul. It would end Chibale. In so many ways, it would end them both.

      To his surprise, his brother dropped down to his knees, his crook by his side. “I won’t fight you, brother. I know you’ve been ordered to kill me. You can’t control what you’re doing, and so I fault you nothing for it. This is all my doing. I’m sorry for what I’ve done to you. Do what you must.” Chibale lowered his head, bracing himself.

      Ata knew the words he must say. He felt the magic pooling in his veins. Just as he’d done all these months, he would follow the instructions given to him. He robotically flicked his hand through the air, preparing to release the spell.

      Though I’ve been ordered to kill my brother, I don’t have to watch myself carry out the act. Pressing his eyes shut, he finished the spell.

      Ata’s flail dropped to the ground before he’d completed the words, like he’d lost control of his muscles. His eyes sprang open, and he watched an electric shock zip from the tip of his flail, and disappear into the stone.

      Chibale’s gaze cracked open. His eyes connected with the flail on the ground before meeting Ata’s eyes with a question behind them.

      Ata pressed his hands to his head, trying to understand. He hadn’t felt this clarity of mind in months. With a startled gasp, he stared at his brother.

      “What is it, Ata?”

      “They’ve done it,” Ata said breathlessly. “They’ve ended Cordelia and Hamilton. I’m free.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      “What if the antidote didn’t work?” Gran asked.

      “Have a bit of faith in me,” Monet shot back.

      She pursed her lips, giving him a measured glare. They stood at the front of the crowd, facing the throne where Ata sat nobly. The rightful king of New Egypt held his arms wide to a roar of applause. Chibale stood beside the throne, clapping along with the crowd.

      The witches and wizards of New Egypt had appeared to be a subdued coven, in the time Azure had been there. However, they’d been very different people since defeating the vampires. Under Ata’s rule, smiles were frequent and laughter usually overwhelmed conversations.

      “I have missed you all very much!” Ata began, sparking more applause. “I’m relieved to announce that our reports have confirmed that all founder vampires have been destroyed, and all followers have been healed. Thanks to the masterful skills of Monet Torrance and the sacrifice of Blisters the unicorn, we were given a cure that we never thought possible.”

      He held his hands out to the rows of witches and wizards that stood to either side of his throne. “I’m grateful to welcome back the members of this coven who suffered from a founders’ bite.”

      Nenet stood in the group’s ranks, her green eyes watering. The soul mark had disappeared, being replaced by a smile she now wore most of the time. At her side, her sister stood with her arm weaved through hers. Nefertiti hadn’t left her twin’s side since learning that she’d been cured. The sisters held their crook and flail in opposite hands, a beautiful symbol of the two parts that made up New Egypt.

      Ata continued his speech. “A special thank you to Queen Azure and her council for uncovering the pages from the Book of the Dead. The knowledge it revealed allowed us to defeat the founders and restore peace to New Egypt. This has been a trying time, but I firmly believe that the storm we’ve weathered has brought us closer.” He turned to his brother at his side, a wide smile on his face. “No matter what we might come up against, we are never lost or broken. It is our ties that bind us together. It is our commitment to each other that is the real magic in our lives.”

      Cleopatra strolled out from behind the throne, a large snake wound around her waist and arms. She pulled the snake from her body and laid it across Ata’s shoulders. He nodded appreciatively at her.

      She stepped forward, her hands clasped in front of her. “I’ve watched over this coven for centuries, feeling that it needed my protection. I have protected this coven, but I have also held it back… as I have held myself back. Living in my familiar’s body is not the eternity I crave. I must therefore let go of my hold on you and allow you all to flourish without me.” She held out her hand to the snake draped over Ata’s shoulders. “I have transferred my magic and given it to your esteemed leader. It is now a source for you all to use, completely out of my hands. I have decided to finally move on and see what awaits me on the other side.”

      Gasps and whispers filled the air. Drawing herself up a few inches, Cleopatra continued. “Since my demise, this coven has been ruled by power. But that is not the way to a bountiful future amongst a family. We rule through love, respect and honor. From this day forward, I implore you all to democratically elect your leaders. In all matters of the coven, I beseech you to promote fairness in your practices. I leave you with that advice and a promise that, wherever I end up, I’ll try and watch over you.”

      In unison, the entire coven dropped to one knee, bowing their heads to their queen. Cleopatra offered a rare smile before fading, her bright eyes the last of her they saw before she was gone forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      It felt strange to ride in the carriage, knowing that Oak wasn’t driving it. Azure watched Gran and Reynolds. He was telling her a tall tale about hunting leprechauns in the mountains, and she was leaning in close, a smile lighting up her eyes. The old witch looked to have surrendered some of her reservations about being happy, and was enjoying the wizard’s company outright, no more pretenses. This proved that happiness was always an option.

      Azure darted her eyes to Monet, who was fumbling with the bandage on his neck. “It healed up already,” she teased. “You just want the attention when we get back to Virgo.”

      “I think we both know that I already get more attention than I’d like.”

      “Well, when we return home and the witches and wizards are already healed, thanks to Blisters’ early trip back, they’ll be shouting your praise,” Ever stated.

      “Yes, then there will be no peace.” Monet sighed.

      The carriage swiveled hard to the left, knocking Monet off the couch. Gran bumped heads with Reynolds, and Gillian rolled out of his chair.

      “What the hell?” Azure asked, trying to get her feet under her.

      “Why are those dragons driving so erratically?” Monet asked, as the carriage rocked up and down.

      “I don’t know. Oak said—”

      “Dear Azure,” Gran interrupted. She pointed to the staff in the corner that held Mage Lenore’s crystal ball. It was lit up and making a buzzing sound.

      “Oh, no,” Azure said, something catching in her throat. “You don’t think…”

      Gran pressed her lips together, a solemn look in her eyes. “I’m afraid so.”

      “What is it?” Ever asked, his tone urgent.

      “I think we’re being summoned to the Mountain of Truth,” Azure answered.

      “But that means…”

      She swallowed. “Mage Lenore is dying.”
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        * * *

      

      At the threshold to Mage Lenore’s house, Azure hesitated. She cast a tentative glance at the carriage, parked in the distance. Am I ready for this? She’d thought there would be more time. More time to live her life freely. To love Ever. To enjoy Virgo. But her fate had been sealed when she’d agreed to be the next protector of the Howling Willow.

      It was time to pass the baton.

      The door creaked when she approached the house, and slipped open a few inches. I guess I don’t need to knock, she thought, pushing the door back all the way.

      The sight before her wasn’t what she’d expected, but that was common when entering Mage Lenore’s house. The last time she’d been in the house made of Howling Willow, it had been a cobbled street in New Spain, complete with real villas.

      Azure blinked in the dimly lit, one-room house. The two windows in the space were covered with frost and snow on the other side, although it was a warm day. A fire burned low in the hearth, crackling softly. The only furniture in the old room was an ancient bed covered with a dozen fraying quilts.

      The house smelled of over-ripened fruit when Azure stepped completely inside. The door swept shut behind her, snuffing out a great deal of the light. From where she stood, Azure couldn’t make out the woman lying in the bed, though she knew Mage Lenore had to be there.

      Azure had battled mad men, hungry harpies, vampires and werewolves. But the dark bed was the most terrifying thing she’d had to face. She wiped her sweaty palms on her pants, willing her legs forward.

      The blue light filtering through the snowflakes on the window cast an eerie glow on the old woman’s face. Mage Lenore’s head was framed by her loose curls, splayed out on a fluffy pillow. Her skin appeared pasty, but she wore a serene smile on her face.

      “You came,” she croaked.

      “You brought me here,” Azure corrected.

      From the beginning, she’d felt comfortable with the old woman. Now she knew it was because they were uniquely bonded; they needed no pretenses.

      Mage Lenore’s shoulders pinched up in a shrug. “You still had a choice whether to walk through that door or not.”

      Azure nodded and took a step forward. “This is your final day, isn’t it?”

      Mage Lenore folded her withered hands over her stomach, letting out a breath. “Yes, I’ve completed my final cycle. Today I won’t cycle from young to old age in the same way that has preserved me for centuries.”

      “How does that feel? Are you ready?” Azure asked.

      “I wasn’t ready to accept my role as the protector when I was chosen, and I’m not ready to leave it,” Mage Lenore said simply, a raw ache in her voice. “But you know, Queen Azure, I firmly believe that we’re never ready for the next part of our life. We jump into the deep end or get pushed.”

      “Yes, I can relate,” Azure said, feeling the shame build in her.

      “In the morning of my life, I longed for the afternoon and evening, feeling that as an adult I could do more, know more,” Mage Lenore explained. “And every night, I looked forward to the morning when my old body was replaced with a new one, one that could run and jump and live. You see, the old and the new are constantly battling to be what they are not, because the simple act of being is against our very nature.”

      “I’m afraid to take your place, and you don’t want to leave,” Azure related, strangely enjoying the poetry of the situation.

      “But life demands evolution.” Mage Lenore raised her hand, which was shaking slightly. “Would you indulge me a final request?”

      “Of course,” Azure said at once, taking her hand.

      “Would you please help me out of this bed?” Mage Lenore asked. “A bed is where we sleep. For those who are lucky, it is where love is made. And for those who are wise, it is where good books are consumed. However, a bed isn’t where I choose to die. I’d prefer to do that in the place where I lived the most.”

      Azure pushed the mound of blankets off the old woman to reveal her frail body. With her arm around Mage Lenore’s shoulders, Azure helped her to a standing position. Mage Lenore wore a loose dressing gown, and moved like a rusty locomotive. Azure supported the majority of the woman’s weight as they hobbled out of the tiny house and into the yard.

      The warmth of the day had evaporated, and Azure shivered from the chilly wind that swept across the mountaintop. In the distance, the carriage was covered in snow, and all around them, the trees had lost their leaves, including the Howling Willow. It stood alone in the frozen dirt, its branches gray and hanging stiffly.

      Azure hadn’t asked Mage Lenore where she wanted to go, only led her straight to the tree. When they arrived, the old witch broke from Azure’s grasp, seemingly desperate to close the distance between herself and the Howling Willow.

      With a burst of energy, she slipped down to the ground, pulling her knees to her chest as she cuddled against the trunk, nestled at its bottom.  Suddenly, the oldest witch on Oriceran seemed like a small child, seeking the warmth and compassion of her caregiver. Although Mage Lenore had been the Howling Willow’s protector, Azure wondered if maybe all this time it had been the tree that protected the witch.

      “Is there something else I can do for you?” Azure asked, kneeling down.

      Mage Lenore peeled open one eye, a strange smile on her face, like she knew a secret. “Yes, you can give that to Monet. It’s what he’s been wanting to know, and I don’t have the time to tell him myself.”

      “Give what?” Azure asked, since Mage Lenore hadn’t given her anything, and she had her arms folded tightly to her body.

      “That,” she said, indicating with her head to Azure’s hand.

      The queen peered down to find rolled-up parchment, clasped in her palm and fingers. Dammit, this witch is going to be sneaky up until the end.

      “Okay.” Azure pushed the note into the pocket of her robes, staring at Mage Lenore with uncertainty. “What do I do, now? Do you want me to leave you alone? Do I stay?”

      “Knowing the next step is difficult. When people are dying, we search for the right words to say to them. But, Queen Azure, pardon me if we don’t part with tears and achy words. For you and me, things are different. We are connected through the Howling Willow, so you saying goodbye to me would be the same as if you were to say goodbye to yourself. And you’d never do such a silly thing.”

      “No, I suppose you’re right.” Azure smiled at the thought. It truly made sense to her, and the feeling of loss that had been building within dissipated.

      “I would ask that you do me one small favor.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I’d like for you to make my bed,” Mage Lenore said, nestling her head into the tree, and cozily closing her eyes.

      “You…what…?” Azure began, but found herself nodding. “Okay, no problem. I’ll be right back.”

      She hurried for the house, giving Mage Lenore and the Howling Willow a look over her shoulder. The two were as still as a winter night and melded into each other like they were two parts of the same whole. Azure smiled at the tree, which currently looked as unintimidating as the old woman cuddled at its base.

      An overwhelming sense of joy suddenly filled Azure, making her almost skip down the stone path to the three-story house. Mage Lenore asking for her bed to be made was a strange request, but Azure respected that the old woman wanted to leave things tidy.

      It was also strange to Azure that the house made from the Howling Willow would soon be hers. She didn’t like the idea of living alone on the Mountain of Truth, but maybe one day she would, just as Mage Lenore had. She looked longingly at the carriage, but couldn’t allow herself to feel the loss of the life she was going to give up to be the protector of the Howling Willow. There would be time to grieve that life, but it was not now. Right now she had to be there for Mage Lenore. She had to show her respect. This wasn’t about herself…yet.

      Snow had begun to fall by the time Azure made it to the front door. She shook the snowflakes from her hair before turning the doorknob. Her breath caught in her chest at the sight that greeted her inside the house.

      The small room holding the bed had disappeared, and all the walls had vanished. Instead, a field of brightly-colored wildflowers stretched as far as Azure could see. Birds tweeted in the trees beside her, and little woodland creatures scurried through the long grass, peeking their heads up here and there. It was the perfect picture of spring.

      “Oh no!” Azure blurted.

      She spun around, charging back through the front door, blinded by bright sunlight. She raised her arm to shield her eyes. Suddenly she felt like a baby bird, trying to open her eyes for the very first time. When she’d managed, she kept her gaze low, on the grassy green ground punctuated with new flowers. Blinking away the tears watering in her eyes, Azure brought her chin up, and her heart stopped.

      The Howling Willow and Mage Lenore were gone.

      “No, no, no!” she yelled, running for the spot where she’d left the witch, the place where the last Howling Willow had stood for all of time.

      The spot was now only an open area with sprigs of new grass and fertile soil.

      Azure spun in a circle, trying to make sense of it all. How am I supposed to protect a tree that has disappeared?

      Then she was rocked by another startling realization. The house was gone. She’d just walked through its front door, but now it was gone, replaced by the rolling hills flecked with wildflowers.

      Azure didn’t understand. Where was her tree and her house? Her future was supposed to be atop this mountain, protecting the last remaining Howling Willow. Confusion tunneled in her mind as she stared around at the ground under her feet. Her eyes roamed over new plants, rocks, grasshoppers, roly-polies and…

      Azure bent over and picked up a silver seed the size of her hand. It was heavy for its size. She’d never seen anything like it.

      “It’s you, isn’t it?” Azure whispered to the seed.

      As if in reply, the Howling Willow seed glowed brightly, warming her hand and her heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Lanterns lit with fireflies hung in the trees, casting a soft glow over the celebration. The grounds around the House of Enchanted had been transformed, making every square inch dazzle with color. A witch in blue sequin robes danced on a stage that had been set up in front of the castle-like house, entertaining the crowd with her sultry voice and grace.

      Buzz Buzz, the pesky pixie hovering next to Azure, was crying, her wings fluttering. She buzzed adamantly, having been going on about something for over a minute.

      Azure couldn’t understand the pixie, but she had a good idea what it was about.

      “I’m sorry Blisters hasn’t been playing with you. He has sort of grown up.”

      Azure eyed the unicorn, who was standing majestically in a circle of his brethren. It was rare for unicorns to grace others with their presence, but such was the importance of that night’s festivities. Not only were the other unicorns showing Blisters great respect, but they were in awe of the sacrifice he’d made in order to save so many. It was because of him that everyone in Virgo who had been bitten now had their magic restored, and once more wore their soul stone.

      The pixie wiped her tears from her face, looking longingly at her friend.

      “But grownups can still play,” Azure said to the pixie. “Just give him time to adjust. I have a feeling that the Blisters we know and love is still very much in that regular-sized unicorn.”

      Buzz Buzz chirped, hummed and twirled, seemingly satisfied by this answer. She flew toward the crowd, in the direction of Finnegan, who was lounging on a blanket with his favorite fairies, Navi and Luna. They were braiding flowers into his beard, and, for once, the grumpy wizard didn’t seem to mind. His eyes were closed, and he looked more at peace than he had in a long time, his soul stone once again fastened neatly to his robes.

      “Do you think Blisters will still want a room in the House of Enchanted?” Monet asked, appearing out of nowhere at Azure’s side.

      She clapped her hand to her chest, startled. When she recovered, she told him, “Gran didn’t like him in the house even when he was miniature, so I don’t think it would go over well if he did.”

      “Well, he can have my room.” Monet dropped his green eyes to the ground, a strange nervousness on his face.

      “What do you mean?” Azure asked.

      He pulled the note Mage Lenore had left for him from his robe. “I finally read this.”

      “You’d put it off?”

      “Maybe I feared the truth would disappoint me.”

      “And? Did it?”

      An untamed smile spread across Monet’s face, making his eyes twinkle. “My mother and father were the queen and king of Leo.”

      “What?” Azure grabbed Monet’s arm.

      “It’s true. A battle swept through Leo when I was first born, and Mage Lenore sent me away for my safety. My parents were killed by traitors. Since then, peace has been restored, and all this time, they’ve been looking for the rightful heir to the throne. Azure, I have a kingdom.”

      “For Merlin’s sake.” Azure stared without seeing, feeling accosted by the news.

      The reality of the revelation unfolded for her at once, but she shoved away the implications, along with the shame of her own disappointment.

      “Yeah, can you believe it?” Monet asked.

      “This is wonderful,” she said, trying to inject some enthusiasm into her words. “You’ll be a king, with people to care for. You’ll make such a wonderful leader.”

      “And you’ll have to come and visit,” Monet said with a laugh.

      “Of course I will.”

      Azure hoped that the smile on her face looked genuine. She wanted it to be. After everything, she had thought that things were going to work out. She’d rule Virgo. She’d protect the Howling Willow. She’d have her friends…

      But this was not about her. This was about Monet’s happiness, and that’s what she’d wanted for him.

      Azure blinked away the guilt and smiled wider. “This is truly the best news. We should get drinks and celebrate,” she said, her voice strangely high-pitched.

      “Now you’re talking,” Monet said, pulling her toward a row of kegs.

      Witches and wizards were filling their glasses before clinking them with a neighbor.

      “To your good health,” Reynolds said, holding up his glass.

      Gillian held up his own. “To your good health, and to all those of Virgo. May we live long and enjoy this prosperous kingdom.”

      “You two won’t live another week, if you keep drinking like that,” Gran scolded, pushing through the crowd to stand between the two men.

      “It’s a celebration, Gran,” Azure argued, taking the mug of ale Monet handed her.

      “This lot doesn’t need a reason to drink themselves silly. Consuming mass amounts of alcohol is what wasteful losers do,” the old witch griped.

      Ever arrived at Azure’s side, holding a bottle up beside his head. “Too bad. I was able to score a vintage bottle of Light Elf wine. I guess you don’t want any of this, Sari.”

      “Don’t be mad. Give me that.” Gran pointed her wand at the bottle, and it flew through the air and landed in her hands. She smacked her lips, hungrily eyeing the wine. “Light Elves know how to make wine the right way.”

      “As opposed to…?” Gillian asked, draining his glass.

      “As opposed to gnomes who still stomp on the grapes to juice them,” Gran spat.

      “That’s the best way to inject character into the wines,” Gillian joked, his cheeks red.

      “That’s the grossest way to inject toenail fungus.” Gran handed the bottle to Reynolds.

      “I’ll have the bottle opened and a glass for you in a moment, my sweet,” he promised, disappearing into the crowd.

      “You’ve got him trained, don’t you, Gran?” Monet asked.

      She eyed him disdainfully. “When are you leaving?”

      His mouth popped open, and he turned to Azure, but she shook her head. “You just told me. When would I have had time to blab?”

      “How did you know?” Monet asked Gran.

      “Oh, come on, dear. I know everything that’s ever gone on in Virgo, and I knew damn well you weren’t Helga’s child,” Gran said, taking the glass of red wine from Reynolds when he returned. “Well, and I read the note from Mage Lenore when you were sleeping in the carriage.”

      “You read the note before I did?” he asked, appalled.

      “And if you ask me—”

      “I didn’t ask you,” Monet nearly yelled, cutting her off.

      “Monet, you watch your tone,” Gran said, her voice punishing.

      “I think you mean ‘King Monet’.” He narrowed his eyes at her before swiftly turning around and stomping away.

      “I think I missed something,” Ever whispered at Azure’s shoulder.

      “No, nothing much,” Gran stated. “Monet has inherited a vast and wealthy empire, and will soon leave Virgo to rule over it.”

      “Oh, wow,” Ever said, looking intently at Azure. “How are you feeling about all this?”

      She shrugged, trying to arrange her face into a nonchalant expression. “I’m fine. My own brother is the emperor of the Land of Terran. We make it work. Speaking of, he’s over there.” She pointed to where her half-brother, long-lost father, and mother stood, a short distance away.

      Frederick must have just arrived, by the looks of it.

      It was strange to think that just a year ago, she’d been the princess of Virgo, with no idea what lay outside its borders. After such a short time, her life and awareness had grown so much.

      “Pardon me,” she said, excusing herself and striding over to her family.

      Frederick’s blue eyes lit up when he caught sight of her, and he folded her in an affectionate hug. “Hello, sister. I’m glad I could make the celebration. This is simply wonderful.”

      “It’s good to see you,” Azure replied. “How is Terran?”

      “The people miss father.” Frederick gave their father a thoughtful look.

      Richard smiled and wrapped his arm around Azure’s mother’s shoulder, squeezing her in tight. “And although I miss my people, I’m exactly where I’m meant to be. You’re the emperor now.”

      Frederick ran his eyes over the land around them, which even in the twilight hours, exuded its trademark charm. “I can see why you like it here. The Land of Terran has a way to go, but one day, we hope our kingdom will be brimming with goodwill like Virgo.”

      His eyes suddenly widened at the sight of something at Azure’s back. She turned to see a pack of wereanimals strolling arm in arm and singing. Among them was Laurel. She winked at Azure, a newfound freedom in the werecat’s eyes.

      “You have wereanimals here?” Frederick asked in disbelief. “I heard about Lancothy, but never imagined that the wereanimals would want to live among people so soon.”

      “The wereanimals want to live where they are accepted. That was their fear all along,” Azure stated.

      “And isn’t that something we can all relate to? We hide who we truly are, afraid of being rejected,” Azure’s mother, Emeri, said, her usual wise tone resonating in her voice.

      “Because we think we are separate, when, in actuality, we are all connected,” Richard said, finishing her thoughts.

      Azure smiled at her parents. They made sense to her. And it made sense that she was their daughter. She stepped forward, taking her brother’s arm. “Come on. Let me give you a tour. I’ll even introduce you to a wereanimal or two.”

      He cinched her in tight as they strolled. “I’d love that. Then I can tell them that there is room for them in Terran, if they would like.”

      “Oh, and I have a pooka friend you must meet,” Azure said as they continued through the crowd.

      “No,” Frederick exclaimed. “That’s impossible. Next you’ll tell me that you have unicorns grazing your lawns, too.”

      “You’re in for a lot of surprises,” the queen said with a wink. “Virgo has a little bit of everything.”

      “How is that possible?” the emperor asked.

      “This is a safe place, and magic thrives in places full of love.”

      Azure thought fondly of the Howling Willow seed, nestled safely in the damp silk that Finnegan had prepared for her. In a week, it would be ready to plant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “So you see, there’s no way we can keep being bullied by the centaurs,” the wizard in orange robes stated.

      He has no idea that tangerine isn’t his color, Monet thought, tapping his fingers on the surface of the table.

      “And you’re proposing that we do what?” Monet asked through a yawn.

      “We need an army. A force that’s ready to go when we’re threatened,” the man said.

      Maybe he’d look better in a canary yellow robe, Monet thought, completely bored from listening to the endless reports from his council. This fellow, Ferdinand or Fuzzybutt or Fuckhead, or whatever his name was, had been gabbing for an hour about defense programs that deserved funding.

      “Centaurs aren’t known for acting out unprovoked,” Monet stated, leaning back in his chair.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Fuckbutt asked, offended.

      “I’m implying that someone has done something to them to warrant their behavior.”

      “We gave them full warning before crossing through their section of the forest,” the dumb wizard argued.

      Monet rolled his eyes. “Of course. A trespassing. Centaurs are known for being territorial.”

      “Well, that’s their problem not ours.”

      Monet shot up to a standing position. Everyone around the room rose, too, eyeing him with caution.

      “Diplomacy is always our concern,” he reminded them. “Funding an army is not our chief priority if we haven’t made the effort to act civilly toward our neighbor. We do not build walls. Instead, we make amends.” He swept his eyes over the table, his gaze landing on a young witch. “Casey, I want you to send the centaurs a package filled with our finest exports, along with a note of apology.”

      “We won’t apologize!” Fuckity exclaimed.

      Monet’s eyes filled with heat, making everyone in the room freeze. “Would you rather let innocent people and centaurs die in a needless battle than stifle your ego long enough to offer a simple apology?”

      “It’s not that, Your Majesty. It’s just—”

      “We will be known for the battles we avoided rather than the ones we started,” Monet interrupted. “Leo burned to the ground one hundred years ago because violence was an option. That is not how we conduct ourselves anymore. War is a last resort. Yes, we will defend ourselves. But if we treat neighboring lands with the respect they deserve, we will find we never need to.”

      “Yes, sir,” all said in unison, bowing to Monet as he swept from the room.

      He’d been doing this for a week, and already he almost had the kingdom where he wanted it. These people didn’t know what they were doing, they hadn’t learned from their history. But they would, or they’d find themselves repeating it.
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        * * *

      

      Azure dipped her hand into the soil, enjoying the softness on her fingertips.

      “How do you know this is the right spot?” Ever asked, sitting on the grass next to her.

      “I just know,” she said, aware that her voice lacked its usual pep.

      “It must be a Protector thing,” he said, his eyes pinned on her.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Azure swept her gaze over the horizon, where the sun was about to rise. The faint outline of the two moons in the Oriceran sky could barely be seen, as the blackness faded to blue. She’d chosen the plot of land right outside her bedroom window. The boundary spell she’d placed around the area was hopefully unnecessary, but Azure had fought enough battles to know that magic should always be protected, no matter if the threat seemed low.

      “Gillian is on his way,” Finswick stated, rubbing along Azure’s side, his tail flicking her in the face.

      She swatted the tickly tail out of the way, giggling a little. That had been Finswick’s goal; he’d been trying to cheer her up all week, but nothing seemed to work.

      “Then I guess we’re ready to get started,” Ever said, rising to a standing position and offering a hand to Azure.

      “Finnegan said the first hours of sunrise were the ideal time.” Azure brushed off her hands after rising.

      “I’m coming!” Gillian called as he descended the back steps of the House of Enchanted. His short legs worked double-time as he ran in their direction.

      “Don’t worry, we haven’t started yet,” Ever said.

      “I can’t believe I get to see this.” Gillian took out his pad and pen when he halted next to the group.

      “Yeah, it should be quite the sight. The first time in over a thousand years that a Howling Willow has been planted,” Azure said, her voice not sounding at all like her own. No matter what, she couldn’t make herself feel normal.

      “Which is exactly why I couldn’t miss it,” a familiar voice said from behind them.

      Azure tensed and pressed her eyes shut. She was imagining it, just as she had been all week long. Too many times, she’d found herself talking, thinking Monet was there, only to turn and find herself alone.

      Just to appease her crazy mind, she turned, checking her back.

      The hills bordering the house were empty, save for the morning fog. No one was out yet except the farmers and ranchers on the south end of the land. She turned back around and shook her head.

      “When will the boundary spell kick in?” Gillian asked.

      “Once I activate it,” Azure said, looking down into the hole she’d dug.

      “And it will be up full-time?” Gillian questioned again.

      “Kind of sounds like Shorty is a security threat,” the familiar voice sang in her head.

      She smiled. She was hallucinating, but still, the fake version of Monet made her laugh.

      “Yes, it will be up all the time, and only I will be able to take it down,” she answered the gnome.

      Azure unwrapped the seed from the silk fabric. It had been smooth when she found it, but now a single seedling sprouted from its center. Gillian lifted up on his tiptoes to get a good look. The queen helped his cause by lowering her hand, showing him the seed before depositing it into the hole. With a heavy breath, she scooted the rich soil over the seed, burying it. Ever handed her the watering can, and she poured the spring water, which had been blessed by the unicorns, onto the soft patch of ground.

      Azure stared down at the dirt, holding her breath. Both Gillian and Ever seemed to be bracing themselves for the big moment.

      Nothing happened.

      “Maybe it needs more water,” Ever suggested.

      “Maybe it needs more time,” Gillian pondered.

      Azure let out a weighty breath. “Or maybe it didn’t work.”

      “Or maybe you need a bit of faith,” Monet said at her back.

      Azure dropped her head, wishing the hallucinations would stop. They were torture.

      Ever reached out, gripping her arm. “Azure?”

      “What?” she said, biting on the word.

      He simply pointed, hiding a slight smile.

      She sighed heavily, wheeling around. Her heart stiffened at the sight in front of her. She gave Ever and Gillian curious looks.

      They were staring at the vision of Monet, too.

      That means…

      “You’re here!” she exclaimed, bolting forward, but stopping just short of throwing her arms around him.

      Monet nervously slid his hands into his robe pockets and shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “It’s so soon for a visit. I wasn’t expecting you for ages,” Azure said.

      “I didn’t come to visit,” Monet said, his tone sounding as off as Azure’s had been all week.

      “Oh?” she asked, hope blossoming in her chest.

      He brought his eyes up to meet hers. “Yeah. Turns out, I can’t keep myself away.”

      “What about Leo?” Ever questioned.

      “I set them up for success, and they elected a leader who was qualified,” Monet said, offering a roguish smile. “Democracy is a thing. Even the savages in New Egypt use it.”

      “Yeah, maybe we should convert our system, and have the Virgoans vote for their leader,” Azure said, her insides buzzing with adrenaline.

      Monet waved her off. “They’d only vote for you. It would be a landslide.”

      Azure shook her head. “I don’t get it, though. I always thought you wanted power. What about your birthright? What about your people?”

      Monet took a step forward, taking her hands in his. “You are my people.” He lifted his eyes and looked at Ever and then Gillian. “All Virgoans are my people. I thought that having power would bring me true happiness, but when it was given to me and I still didn’t feel right, I realized exactly what makes me happy. This is my home, and I want none other.”

      “Then it appears my wish brought us both happiness,” Azure concluded.

      Monet tugged her forward, hugging her tight.

      “Uhhhh… guys,” Gillian said, his tone tentative. “Not to interrupt the friend moment, but…”

      Azure pulled away, wiping tears from her eyes. She turned to the gnome, who was pointing at the patch of ground.

      A seedling had popped through the soil, its green leaves shining in the sunlight.

      “Aw, that’s sort of cute,” Monet joked. “You’re the protector of that little twig, Queeny.”

      Azure slapped him on the arm. “Shush, or I’ll make you fertilize it.”

      The ground under their feet trembled, throwing them off-balance. Azure reached out, holding onto Monet with one hand and Ever with the other. An explosion of dirt flew up into the air, blasting them in the face. The ground buckled, and all four of them were tossed backwards as the Howling Willow shot up, unfolding its branches. There was a long moment of whipping sounds and commotion, during which Azure stayed low with her head obscured. She knew what the Howling Willow was capable of. She knew it could be dangerous.

      When all had fallen still, she pulled back her arm.

      Where the seed had been planted moments ago, a tall, majestic tree now stood. Its trunk was a perfect wave, stretching high into the air. Long, sweeping branches draped from the trunk, hanging low enough to touch the ground. But the branches weren’t just covered in thick leaves; long, white crystals hung from the tree, making it shimmer. When the tree waved in the wind, the dangling crystals made a soft, melodic sound.

      Azure pushed herself back up to a standing position, staring at the Howling Willow in awe. She approached the tree and felt her connection with it forge, like a mother meeting her child for the first time. Ironically, Azure didn’t know which one of them was the mother and which one the child, but she suspected that they were each a bit of both for the other.

      When she got close, she bowed low to the Howling Willow. Hello, welcome to Virgo.

      Hello, Queen Azure, the tree said in her head. Thank you for choosing to be my protector. I know you were worried about how that role would affect your life.

      Azure turned to look at the three men and the cat standing behind her. In the distance, morning sunlight kissed the hills of Virgo. Her home was once more at peace, and she was here to continue to protect it, and the tree.

      Yes, I was worried about how being the protector of magic would change things for me, Azure admitted to the Howling Willow. But I don’t think that things could have turned out any better. I have everything that I could possibly want.

      A cool wind swept through the tree’s branches, making its music more powerful. That’s the thing about magic, Queen Azure. If you do the right thing, have a bit of faith, and possess a pure heart, things turn out for the best.

      Azure blew the tree a kiss. See you on the next full moon.

      She strode away, rejoining her friends. Ever slipped his arm around her shoulder as they headed for the House of Enchanted. Azure caught Monet’s eyes and smiled at her oldest friend.

      Magic had transformed Azure’s life with its incredible power. The Howling Willow, the largest source of magic on Oriceran, was now under her protection. But if she ever had to choose between magic or her friends, she’d always pick love.

      Thankfully for Azure, she didn’t have to choose.

      

      
        
        The End
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      I remember the morning the plot for this series came to me. It was like an explosion of ideas. I had to stop what I was doing and write it all down before it was yanked from my mind. Before writing this series, I’d never written a novel outside of my own universe. It worried me. I wasn’t sure I could do this type of fantasy, since my solo novels tended to be more sci-fi based.

      I’m happy to report that I feel very comfortable as a fantasy writer. It actually was empowering to write in a brand-new universe. When I first started, I could a smell the strange vegetation in the forest and would day dream of conversations with Azure and the gang. And the crew, well, they all kind of came to me. I knew that Monet, Gillian, Ever and Finwicks would be a huge part of the series. However, Blisters, Manx, Oak and many of the others just sort of happened. I still love the idea of the damn pooka, and I guess that makes sense because my mother’s favorite movie was Harvey.

      The readers have been a huge part of crafting this series. I’ve loved getting the suggestions and have felt challenged by them as well. Lisa Frett keeps me well supplied with great ideas and she’s behind Morris the ghost. I wasn’t sure how to work that in to the story and it kind of took care of itself. Cap is a direct result of trying to torture James Caplan. That man thinks this is the last time he gets stuck in a book, but he’s wrong! And a fond thank you to Micky Cocker for all the help and thoughtful support. Not only do I count on her to supply me with names not used in any other TKG book, but her encouragement is wonderful. I named Oak’s dragon after her before I even knew the significance it would go on to have. I love when I don’t see something coming.

      As with all series that I’ve ended, I always feel a little loss. It’s as though my best friends have been sent to an island where I’ll never be able to talk to them again. Yes, they could still be in my head, but I’ve found that once their story is done that they more or less move on. It’s with a heavy heart that I say bon voyage to Azure and the gang. Thanks for reading and for all the encouragement. I hope to keep writing books that take you away from reality and to some place full of magic.
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      Sarah
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      Change is hanging in the air. This is the end of a series, which is always a little bittersweet. All that momentum and storytelling built to this moment. When we started the world of Oriceran was still unfolding and we were figuring out names of places and how the world worked. Now, we’re here at the end of the beginning…

      Oriceran is breaking out into something different – Leira has moved on and taken Correk with her (and YTT!) into Rewriting Justice that starts next month in May 2018. Leira’s story will unfold just how bounty hunting became a thing on Earth as magic returned. Look out world…

      Then there’s The Unbelievable Mr. Brownstone set 20 years in the future by Michael Anderle. Already out there kicking ass. A character from his series, Shay Carson already has her own series starting in May – I Fear No Evil along with the character of Allison, who has her own YA series starting in May – The School of Necessary Magic – both of those by Michael and myself.
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      I’ve also gotten out there and met some fans this spring and look forward to doing more of that (Vegas baby!) and at some point I’m hitting the road to get to meet more of you. What a cool life is unfolding… It’s all a journey and I’m grateful to be on it with all of you. More adventures to follow.
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      First, THANK YOU for reading this story, and our author and publisher notes at the end!

      Sarah Noffke is a jewel; a lady whom I’ve come to appreciate and respect in her dedication to moving her family forward, her stories coming out and learning what life is all about.

      If you love Sarah’s writing, check out her books at: http://www.sarahnoffke.com where you can get a free book for signing up to her email.

      She has multiple series (and Sarah’s poured her heart into all of them.) These series include:

      VEGABOND CIRCUS:  Dr. David Raydon, the Ringmaster, gave up his psychology practice to create Vagabond Circus. He searches for precious Dream Traveler children in orphanages and on the streets, where some live unwanted and forgotten. Vagabond Circus exists to provide the lost and lonely Dream Travelers a place to be illustrious, but it also shows the nonbelievers that there is still magic in the world. If they believe, then they care, and if they care, then they don’t destroy.

      

      THE REVERIANS: The longer we confine ourselves to a place, the more it imprisons us.

      All is not what it appears in the seemingly perfect community of Austin Valley. 

      A long-kept lie begins to unravel as an unsuspecting teenager named Em Fuller learns the sinister truth that lies beneath her town's perfect façade. 

      

      THE LUCIDITES:  In a world where dreams are real, nightmares reign. 

      Around the world humans are hallucinating after sleepless nights. 

      In a sterile underground institute, the forecasters keep reporting the same events. 

      And in the backwoods of Texas, a sixteen-year-old girl is about to be caught up in a fierce ethereal battle. 

      "A Self-Published Young Adult Novel That Needs To Be On Your Radar." - Bustle 

      

      OLENTO RESEARCH: Olento Research wants its experiments back. Its CEO, Mika Lenna, will tear every city apart until his werewolves are once again imprisoned. He didn't undertake a huge risk just to lose his would-be assassins. 

      

      And OF COURSE…

      GHOST SQUADRON: After ten years of wandering the outer rim of the galaxy, Eddie Teach is a man without a purpose. He was one of the toughest pilots in the Federation, but now he’s just a regular guy, getting into bar fights and making a difference wherever he can. It’s not the same as flying a ship and saving colonies, but it’ll have to do. That is, until General Lance Reynolds tracks Eddie down and offers him a job. There are bad people out there, plotting terrible things, killing innocent people, and destroying entire colonies.

      Someone has to stop them! 

      Check Sarah out on Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/sarah.noffke) and keep enjoying amazing stories that will keep you up through the night!
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        Ghost Squadron:

      

      

      Formation #1:

      Kill the bad guys. Save the Galaxy. All in a hard day’s work.

      After ten years of wandering the outer rim of the galaxy, Eddie Teach is a man without a purpose. He was one of the toughest pilots in the Federation, but now he’s just a regular guy, getting into bar fights and making a difference wherever he can. It’s not the same as flying a ship and saving colonies, but it’ll have to do.

      That is, until General Lance Reynolds tracks Eddie down and offers him a job. There are bad people out there, plotting terrible things, killing innocent people, and destroying entire colonies. Someone has to stop them.

      Eddie, along with the genetically-enhanced combat pilot Julianna Fregin and her trusty E.I. named Pip, must recruit a diverse team of specialists, both human and alien. They’ll need to master their new Q-Ship, one of the most powerful strike ships ever constructed.  And finally, they’ll have to stop a faceless enemy so powerful, it threatens to destroy the entire Federation. 

      All in a day’s work, right?

      Experience this exciting military sci-fi saga and the latest addition to the expanded Kurtherian Gambit Universe. If you’re a fan of Mass Effect, Firefly, or Star Wars, you’ll love this riveting new space opera.

      *NOTE: If cursing is a problem, then this might not be for you.

      Check out the entire series here.

      

      
        
        The Precious Galaxy Series:

      

      

      Corruption #1

      A new evil lurks in the darkness.

      After an explosion, the crew of a battlecruiser mysteriously disappears.

      Bailey and Lewis, complete strangers, find themselves suddenly onboard the damaged ship. Lewis hasn’t worked a case in years, not since the final one broke his spirit and his bank account. The last thing Bailey remembers is preparing to take down a fugitive on Onyx Station.

      Mysteries are harder to solve when there’s no evidence left behind.

      Bailey and Lewis don’t know how they got onboard Ricky Bobby or why. However, they quickly learn that whatever was responsible for the explosion and disappearance of the crew is still on the ship.

      Monsters are real and what this one can do changes everything.

      The new team bands together to discover what happened and how to fight the monster lurking in the bottom of the battlecruiser.

      Will they find the missing crew? Or will the monster end them all?

      

      
        
        The Lucidites Series:

      

      

      Awoken, #1:

      Around the world humans are hallucinating after sleepless nights.

      In a sterile, underground institute the forecasters keep reporting the same events.

      And in the backwoods of Texas, a sixteen-year-old girl is about to be caught up in a fierce, ethereal battle.

      Meet Roya Stark. She drowns every night in her dreams, spends her hours reading classic literature to avoid her family’s ridicule, and is prone to premonitions—which are becoming more frequent. And now her dreams are filled with strangers offering to reveal what she has always wanted to know: Who is she? That’s the question that haunts her, and she’s about to find out. But will Roya live to regret learning the truth?

      Stunned, #2

      Revived, #3

      
        
        The Reverians Series:

      

      

      Defects, #1:

      In the happy, clean community of Austin Valley, everything appears to be perfect. Seventeen-year-old Em Fuller, however, fears something is askew. Em is one of the new generation of Dream Travelers. For some reason, the gods have not seen fit to gift all of them with their expected special abilities. Em is a Defect—one of the unfortunate Dream Travelers not gifted with a psychic power. Desperate to do whatever it takes to earn her gift, she endures painful daily injections along with commands from her overbearing, loveless father. One of the few bright spots in her life is the return of a friend she had thought dead—but with his return comes the knowledge of a shocking, unforgivable truth. The society Em thought was protecting her has actually been betraying her, but she has no idea how to break away from its authority without hurting everyone she loves.

      Rebels, #2

      Warriors, #3

      
        
        Vagabond Circus Series:

      

      

      Suspended, #1:

      When a stranger joins the cast of Vagabond Circus—a circus that is run by Dream Travelers and features real magic—mysterious events start happening. The once orderly grounds of the circus become riddled with hidden threats. And the ringmaster realizes not only are his circus and its magic at risk, but also his very life.

      Vagabond Circus caters to the skeptics. Without skeptics, it would close its doors. This is because Vagabond Circus runs for two reasons and only two reasons: first and foremost to provide the lost and lonely Dream Travelers a place to be illustrious. And secondly, to show the nonbelievers that there’s still magic in the world. If they believe, then they care, and if they care, then they don’t destroy. They stop the small abuse that day-by-day breaks down humanity’s spirit. If Vagabond Circus makes one skeptic believe in magic, then they halt the cycle, just a little bit. They allow a little more love into this world. That’s Dr. Dave Raydon’s mission. And that’s why this ringmaster recruits. That’s why he directs. That’s why he puts on a show that makes people question their beliefs. He wants the world to believe in magic once again.

      Paralyzed, #2

      Released, #3

      
        
        Ren Series:

      

      

      Ren: The Man Behind the Monster, #1:

      Born with the power to control minds, hypnotize others, and read thoughts, Ren Lewis, is certain of one thing: God made a mistake. No one should be born with so much power. A monster awoke in him the same year he received his gifts. At ten years old. A prepubescent boy with the ability to control others might merely abuse his powers, but Ren allowed it to corrupt him. And since he can have and do anything he wants, Ren should be happy. However, his journey teaches him that harboring so much power doesn’t bring happiness, it steals it. Once this realization sets in, Ren makes up his mind to do the one thing that can bring his tortured soul some peace. He must kill the monster.

      *Note* This book is NA and has strong language, violence and sexual references.

      Ren: God’s Little Monster, #2

      Ren: The Monster Inside the Monster, #3

      Ren: The Monster’s Adventure, #3.5

      Ren: The Monster’s Death

      
        
        Olento Research Series:

      

      

      Alpha Wolf, #1:

      Twelve men went missing.

      Six months later they awake from drug-induced stupors to find themselves locked in a lab.

      And on the night of a new moon, eleven of those men, possessed by new—and inhuman—powers, break out of their prison and race through the streets of Los Angeles until they disappear one by one into the night.

      Olento Research wants its experiments back. Its CEO, Mika Lenna, will tear every city apart until he has his werewolves imprisoned once again. He didn’t undertake a huge risk just to lose his would-be assassins.

      However, the Lucidite Institute’s main mission is to save the world from injustices. Now, it’s Adelaide’s job to find these mutated men and protect them and society, and fast. Already around the nation, wolflike men are being spotted. Attacks on innocent women are happening. And then, Adelaide realizes what her next step must be: She has to find the alpha wolf first. Only once she’s located him can she stop whoever is behind this experiment to create wild beasts out of human beings.

      Lone Wolf, #2

      Rabid Wolf, #3

      Bad Wolf, #4
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