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PROLOGUE




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. 




















CHAPTER ONE




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.” 




















CHAPTER TWO




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. 




















CHAPTER THREE




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.




















CHAPTER FOUR




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.” 




















CHAPTER FIVE




“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.




















CHAPTER SIX




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.




















CHAPTER SEVEN




“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. 




















CHAPTER EIGHT




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!”




















CHAPTER NINE




“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.




















CHAPTER TEN




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.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




“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. 




















CHAPTER TWELVE




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. 

***

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.”




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




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. 




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




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.” 




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




“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. 




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




“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. 




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




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.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




“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.” 




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




“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.” 




















CHAPTER TWENTY




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.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“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. 

***

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. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




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.” 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




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. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




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. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




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. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




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. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




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. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




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. 

***

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.

***

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!” 

***

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. 

***

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.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




“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. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




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.” 










EPILOGUE




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. 




FINIS
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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. 
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Author Notes - Martha Carr

Written 09/19/17




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 20th, 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


Sneak Peek of Mountain of Truth (Soul Stone Mage, Book #3)




Prologue




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 bulb buzzed over the well. It shot several feet up and then halted in the air. The fairy’s brow crinkled as it spun around 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 down low, landing on the stone walls that bordered the water, only three feet down. Luna sniffed, her pointy nose inhaling the moist air. She gasped, her eyes doubling with shock. 

Kneeling down on her knees, the fairy ducked her head into the well. She immediately yanked her head back up, stumbling. The hills and sky over Virgo spun, the greens and blues ran together. Luna made to push up to a standing position but instead faltered back. Overwhelmed by the chemicals she’d inhaled, she swayed and then passed out.

***

“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, speeding through the air. Tied to her waist was a small satchel 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. So you get the spring off. Snow gets to sit on her ass during the winter. And 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 sped up, circling 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, small bright bulbs buzzing over them. “I’m thinking of replacing the lot of you with a fleet of bewitched dragonflies.”

Navi laughed, diving back low to continue feeding the plants. 

The herb garden had lost the last mint jelly crop and hook-skirt. However, the milk thistle and caralluma fimbriata were ready for harvest. Finnegan’s gaze darkened, a shadow dancing across his turquoise eyes. Half of the potions those herbs were used for couldn’t be made since Virgo had lost Charmsgood, the Potion Master. Where was he even supposed to take the crop of herbs with the potion shop closed? The Queen would need to appoint a new Potion Master soon, however Azure had much demanding her attention. 

“Navi, have the harvest fairies deliver the milk thistle and caralluma fibriata to a stand at the front of the farm.” Finnegan’s dirt stained hands clasped his soul stone pinned on 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 were born on the second hour of the the second day, of the second month in the year. Great things had been expected of two wizards born under such circumstances. And they’d fulfilled those expectations, but now Charmsgood was gone, leaving Finnegan with a constant feeling of lack. 

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 elect. I don’t care.” Finnegan waved his wand at the pipe that ran overhead, along the 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 kink 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.

“I realize that 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 spigots. Finnegan grunted, again waving his wand in the air. Nothing happened.

“Wait!” a tiny voice rang from his back. Finnegan wheeled around just in time to be assaulted by a fairy to the face. 

“Get off!” Finnegan yelled, swiping at his cheeks. 

Luna rose in 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 wings blow.” 

“I do believe 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 spigot until a drop landed on his fingertip He sniffed the water and shook his head. “Smells fine, you fucking wanna-be insect.” 

“It’s more concentrated in the well!” Luna stomped her feet on the wizard’s shoulder. 

“Stop that!” Finnegan swatted at the fairy. She nearly hit his hand but darted back down, tugging 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 up and hovering beside Finnegan’s face.

“Oh, nonsense. Your lot are paranoid.” Finnegan reached up and cranked the sprinkler faucet, manually turning it on. Water first dripped from the spigots overhead and then it burst, dusting all the herbs below with a gentle mist. 

Turning for the exit, Finnegan strode off, looking forward to enjoying his lunch. He had a date with a meatball sandwich and bottle of honeysuckle mead. 




Want more?

Join the email list here:

http://oriceran.com/email/

Find the Oriceran Universe on Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/OriceranUniverse/

Find the Oriceran Universe on Pinterest:

https://www.pinterest.com/lmbpn/pins/




The email list will be a way to share upcoming news and let you know about giveaways and other fun stuff. The Facebook group is a way for us to connect faster – in other words, a chat, plus a way to share new spy tools, ways to keep your information safe, and other cool information and stories. Plus, from time to time I’ll share other great indie authors’ upcoming worlds of magic and adventure. Signing up for the email list is an easy way to ensure you receive all of the big news and make sure you don’t miss any major releases or updates.




Enjoy the new adventure!

Sarah Noffke and Martha Carr  2017




Sarah Noffke Social




Website:  http://www.sarahnoffke.com




Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/officialsarahnoffke




Amazon: http://amzn.to/1JGQjRn




Martha Carr Social




Website:  http://oriceran.com/




Facebook:  https://www.facebook.com/ChroniclesofLeira/


About Sarah Noffke




Sarah Noffke, an Amazon Best Seller, writes YA and NA sci-fi fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. She is the author of the Lucidites, Reverians, Ren, Vagabond Circus, Olento Research and Soul Stone Mage series. Noffke holds a Masters of Management and teaches college business courses. Most of her students have no idea that she toils away her hours crafting fictional characters. Noffke's books are top rated and best-sellers on Kindle. Currently, she has eighteen novels published. Her books are available in paperback, audio and in Spanish, Portuguese and Italian. http://www.sarahnoffke.com

Check out other work by this author here.




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 


Books by Martha Carr







The Revelations of Oriceran




The Leira Chronicles

* with Michael Anderle *




Quest for Magic (0)

Waking Magic (1)

Release of Magic (2)

Protection of Magic (3)







The Kacy Chronicles

* with A.L. Knorr *




Descendant (1)




The Soul Stone Mage Series

* with Sarah Noffke *




House of Enchanted (1)

Dark Forrest (2)


Michael Anderle




Kurtherian Gambit Series Titles Include: 







First Arc




Death Becomes Her (01) - Queen Bitch (02) - Love Lost (03) - Bite This (04)

Never Forsaken (05) - Under My Heel (06) - Kneel Or Die (07)




Second Arc




We Will Build (08) - It’s Hell To Choose (09) - Release The Dogs of War (10)

Sued For Peace (11) - We Have Contact (12) - My Ride is a Bitch (13)

Don’t Cross This Line (14)




Third Arc (2017)




Never Submit (15) - Never Surrender (16) - Forever Defend (17)

Might Makes Right (18) - Ahead Full (19) - Capture Death (20)

Life Goes On (21)







**New Series**







The Second Dark Ages




The Dark Messiah (01)

The Darkest Night (02)







The Boris Chronicles

* With Paul C. Middleton *




Evacuation

Retaliation

Revelation

Restitution 2017







Reclaiming Honor 

* With JUSTIN SLOAN *




Justice Is Calling (01) 

Claimed By Honor (02) 

Judgement Has Fallen (03) 

Angel of Reckoning (04)

Born Into Flames (05)

Defending The Lost (06)

Saved By Valor (07)







The Etheric Academy

* With TS PAUL *




ALPHA CLASS (01) 

ALPHA CLASS - Engineering (02) 

ALPHA CLASS (03) Coming soon







Terry Henry “TH” Walton Chronicles

* With CRAIG MARTELLE *




Nomad Found (01)

Nomad Redeemed (02) 

Nomad Unleashed (03)

Nomad Supreme (04) 

Nomad’s Fury (05)

Nomad’s Justice (06)

Nomad Avenged (07)

Nomad Mortis (08)

Nomad’s Force (09)

Nomad’s Galaxy (10)







Trials and Tribulations

* With Natalie Grey *




Risk Be Damned (01) 

Damned to Hell (02) 

Hell’s Worst Nightmare (03) coming soon




The Ascension Myth

* With Ell Leigh Clarke *




Awakened (01) 

Activated (02)

Called (03)

Sanctioned (04)

Rebirth (05)

Retribution (06)

Cloaked (07)







The Age of Magic




The Rise of Magic

* With CM Raymond / LE Barbant *




Restriction (01) 

Reawakening (02)

Rebellion (03)

Revolution (04)

Unlawful Passage (05)




The Hidden Magic Chronicles

* With Justin Sloan *




Shades of Light (01) 

Shades of Dark (02)

Shades of Glory (03)




Storms of Magic

*With PT Hylton*




Storm Raiders (01)

Storm Callers (02)

Storm Breakers (03)




Tales of the Feisty Druid

*With Candy Crum*




The Arcadian Druid (01)

The Undying Illusionist (02)

The Frozen Wasteland (03)




Path of Heroes

*With Brandon Barr*




Rogue Mage (01)







The Revelations of Oriceran




The Leira Chronicles

*With Martha Carr*




Quest for Magic (0)

Waking Magic (1)

Release of Magic (2)

Protection of Magic (3)







SHORT STORIES




Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 01 (7.5)

You Don’t Touch John’s Cousin 




Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 02 (9.5)

Bitch’s Night Out




Bellatrix: Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 03 (13.25)

With Natalie Grey







AudioBooks




CLICK HERE TO SEE ALL LMBPN BOOKS ON AUDIBLE




Available at Audible.com and iTunes
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